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Introduction: Scotland after Enlightenment

Aileen Fyfe and Colin Kidd

Nineteenth-century Scotland lacks a compelling descriptor of cul-
tural and intellectual life, by contrast with the well-understood 
significance of ‘Renaissance’, ‘Reformation’ and ‘Enlightenment’. 
Perhaps this absence goes some way towards explaining why intel-
lectual historians have difficulty gaining a purchase on the period. 
Of course, we sometimes label the era ‘Victorian’, but the term 
carries pejorative overtones, an association with a prim and stifling 
conformity which is especially misleading in the context of intel-
lectual enquiry. Strictly speaking, moreover, the term ‘Victorian’ 
is chronologically limited to the period of Victoria’s reign, 1837–
1901. Instead, this volume tackles a more extended period – a long 
nineteenth century – between the French Revolution and the 
First World War as the most potentially insightful means of under-
standing post-Enlightenment Scotland. It focuses attention in the 
first instance on the legacy of the Enlightenment at the very end 
of the eighteenth century, but also takes note of those influences 
which persisted as late the Edwardian era – which saw the zenith 
in the reputations of figures such as Sir James Frazer and the dom-
inant figure in British freethought, the rationalist J. M. Robertson.

Our knowledge of Scotland’s post-Enlightenment is surpris-
ingly sketchy. Whereas the Scottish Enlightenment has been 
studied in extraordinary detail over the past fifty years, by a huge 
army of scholars from across the world who have analysed it with 
vitality, nuance and authority, we have only a patchy and dis-
jointed understanding of Scottish intellectual life in the cen-
tury that followed. The priorities of nineteenth-century Scottish 
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historians have been very different, and there has been very little 
attention paid to the legacy of the Enlightenment for succeeding 
generations.

Our histories of Scotland in the long nineteenth century have 
been dominated by industrialisation, ecclesiastical Disruption, and 
accounts of migration to and from Scotland. This is understand-
able: the consequences of industrialisation spread far beyond the 
stereotypical factories and shipyards, and affected the provision of 
everything from teapots, ribbons and buttons, to education, reli-
gion and healthcare. Similarly, the drama of the Disruption of 1843 
stands out amidst the competitive tensions between denomina-
tions, church schisms and reunions that preceded (and succeeded) 
it. Migration too was a dominant theme in nineteenth-century 
Scottish life: emigration to North America and Australasia had 
its counterpoint in the arrival in Scotland’s cities and coalfields of 
Irish immigrants. These patterns of migration – and the ways in 
which their supposed causes and consequences were mythologised 
and distorted – have played a major role in how modern Scotland 
sees itself.

Historians have properly devoted attention to these topics, but 
what has been overlooked? Many things, no doubt, but intellec-
tual life is clearly one of them. We know about several aspects 
of nineteenth-century Scottish intellectual life, though often in 
isolation: studies of individual authors, scholars and thinkers, and 
of particular fields and controversies. We know little about how 
they relate to each other, or to the achievements and concerns 
of earlier periods. This volume aims to sketch a map of Scottish 
intellectual life from the French Revolution to the First World 
War, not only identifying some of its major features and character-
istic personalities, but also attempting to highlight over the course 
of a long post-Enlightenment the efforts of the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment’s posthumous continuators and critics, revisionists 
and debunkers.

The essays here attempt across a broad front to link the nine-
teenth century to the achievements of the previous century. 
What became of the Scottish Enlightenment after 1790? How far 
did anti-radical reaction in the wake of the French Revolution 
inhibit – or reshape – intellectual activity? Did the conservative 
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reaction to Jacobinism lead to the constraining, self-censoring 
or submersion of enlightened provocation? On the other hand, 
how far did trends in eighteenth-century Scottish intellectual life 
continue into the nineteenth? How conscious were nineteenth-
century Scottish intellectuals of the Scottish Enlightenment? 
(Not that they gave it that name, the term was only coined in 
1900 by the economist and historian W.  R. Scott; but is that 
coinage itself significant?)1 Or did the social, ecclesiastical and 
economic concerns of nineteenth-century Scotland come to over-
shadow the intellectual legacy of the Enlightenment? Indeed, how 
much did indigenous Scottish trends – such as changes in religion 
or in publishing and communications – contribute to creeping 
provincialisation? For, certainly, by 1914 Edinburgh was not the 
‘metropolis’ of intellect it had been in 1790. Indeed, it is striking 
how many Scottish intellectuals covered in this volume – Carlyle, 
Mudie, Knox, Lang, Robertson, Archer and others – spent at least 
part of their careers in London. This raises the further question, 
whether it was publishing opportunities in London or the stifling 
fug of religiosity back in Scotland – or both (or indeed individual 
circumstances that defy any general pattern of interpretation) – 
which drew Scottish thinkers to the English capital.

Furthermore, did the rising tide of evangelicalism wash away all 
traces of Humean freethinking? Certainly, sectarian and denomi-
national tensions have obscured tensions between orthodoxy and 
forms of irreligion. Popular unbelief is just as much an absence in 
the historiography as the crisis of faith, the higher agnosticism, 
anticlericalism, indifferentism and philosophical materialism. 
Moreover, if the dissolution of the unity of knowledge was the 
fruit of the Enlightenment through the establishment of specialist 
professorships, was this a process which continued throughout 
the nineteenth century? While universities became the home of 
increasingly specialised fields of knowledge, where could bigger, 
wider, cross-cutting questions be discussed? How did the landscape 
of Scottish intellectual life shift? These are challenging questions, 
but all the more important for it. This volume is a call to arms that 
we hope will encourage historians of the nineteenth century to 
pay more attention to intellectual culture, and might encourage 
intellectual historians to look beyond the Enlightenment.
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In the remainder of this introduction, we consider some of 
the reasons why a study of Scottish intellectual life in the long 
nineteenth century might seem more challenging than that of the 
eighteenth century – the fragmentation of knowledge, and the 
changed position of Scotland (and Edinburgh, and their cultural 
institutions) in the wider British establishment – and then survey 
the current state of the literature. We also highlight some of the big 
themes arising from the contributions to this volume, which offer 
both continuities and discontinuities from the Enlightenment.

The dissolution of the unity of knowledge is widely regarded as 
a fruit of the Enlightenment. The early decades of the nineteenth 
century saw a proliferation of specialist learned societies, scholarly 
journals and university professorships, with the old ‘natural phi-
losophy’ and ‘natural history’ giving way not just to ‘chemistry’, 
‘geology’ and ‘botany’ but, as the century wore on, to even newer 
fields such as ‘physiology’, ‘physics’ and ‘organic chemistry’. By the 
end of the century, these scientific specialisms had been joined by 
‘modern history’ (rather than ‘ancient’, classical history), ‘English 
literature’, ‘economics’ and ‘sociology’, along with many other 
now-familiar academic disciplines.2

This fragmentation was both epistemological and sociological: 
just as textbooks and encyclopaedias suggested that knowledge 
was divided into increasingly smaller chunks, so too the com-
munities of people who studied these areas became more divided 
from each other. By the early twentieth century, Dundee and 
St Andrews professor D’Arcy Thompson (1860–1948) was a rare 
example of a scholar equally at home in classical studies, mathe-
matics and natural history. This specialisation was not confined 
to university life, but also characterised the professionalisation of 
older occupations and the emergence of new ones.3 For instance, 
by the late nineteenth century, it had become rare to find lawyers 
and doctors who were also expert in geology or philosophy, while 
busy ministers were equally unlikely to have time to become noted 
classical scholars or entomologists.

Many years ago, R. M. Young described a ‘common context’ 
of intellectual debate in the early nineteenth century, and its 
subsequent fragmentation. His interest in the origins of evolu-
tionary theory had led him to observe that debates about econom-
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ics, social theory, theology and natural history had once taken 
place within the pages of the same periodicals – in a ‘common 
context’ of shared understanding and interest – but that, by the 
mid-late nineteenth century, scholars could not – or did not – 
communicate with those outside their immediate fields.4 He was 
not writing particularly about Scotland, but his insight is useful for 
thinking about the changes in intellectual life over the course of 
the nineteenth century.

At the start of the century, the intellectual community of 
Scotland was a relatively small proportion of its population, and its 
members tended to have many things in common: usually a shared 
upbringing within Scottish Presbyterianism; a social background 
that was sufficiently affluent to permit an extended education and 
attention to intellectual pursuits; a standardised educational expe-
rience; and an intellectual life that revolved around Edinburgh 
and its institutions, including the Royal Society of Edinburgh and 
the dominant cultural arbiter of the early nineteenth century, the 
Edinburgh Review (established 1802). By the end of the century, 
the proliferation of periodicals for every denomination, interest 
or social group meant that university professors were not the only 
ones who could be so immersed in a particular interest to be obliv-
ious of developments in other fields. 

The old ‘common context’ had been a relatively elite, and 
heavily masculine, affair. The effects of its fragmentation were 
exacerbated by the entry of new and diverse voices into intellec-
tual debates. Scotland’s famed provision for elementary education 
was strained by urbanisation in the early decades of the century, 
but philanthropic action (by mostly evangelical charities), fol-
lowed by government intervention, ensured that literacy and 
basic education became even more widespread among the working 
classes, although that only rarely translated into access to univer-
sity. The second half of the century saw the creation of a wave of 
girls’ schools across Scotland that ensured middle-class girls could 
get access to advanced secondary education; and in the 1890s, 
they were eventually permitted to matriculate at the universities.5

For those who, for reasons of class or gender, could not attend 
the universities, there were nonetheless many more ways to keep 
up to date with – and perhaps participate in – the debates of 
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the day. Scottish publishers, such as W. & R. Chambers and 
William Collins, pioneered the provision of cheap informative 
and educational print for newly literate audiences.6 At the same 
time, there were new venues for education and debate, from 
Mechanics’ Institutes and athenaeums to Chartist organisations 
and freethinking societies. All this meant that the fragmentation 
of elite scholarly culture due to specialisation was accompanied 
by the growing participation of new voices, whose concerns and 
approaches reflected their different socio-economic, political, reli-
gious, geographic and gendered perspectives.

By the end of our period, Scotland had become home to many 
diverse and different intellectual communities. Perhaps it no 
longer makes sense to talk about ‘Scottish intellectual culture’ in 
the singular. That said, there are questions yet to be asked about 
what else was going on, despite – or because of – the fragmentation, 
specialisation and diversification of intellectual cultures. Were 
there still venues where the big, cross-cutting questions could 
be discussed? Were there hidden connections and commonalities 
beneath the fragmentation of knowledge and of communities?

These questions also need to be set against the changing place 
of Scotland within Britain and the British Empire. Railways, 
steamships and telegraphs all helped connect the disparate parts of 
Britain together. The Scottish economy became increasingly inte-
grated into a national British market, enabling Edinburgh pub-
lishers and Glasgow manufacturers to sell their wares in London, 
Liverpool and Cork, with Scottish shops stocked with goods from 
across the United Kingdom. These improvements in communica-
tions enabled the participation of people in the remotest corners 
of Britain in national communities of interest – magazines for 
every hobby from gardening to astronomy – and yet they simul-
taneously extended the influence of London and its organisations 
over intellectual life in Scotland and the rest of the kingdom. 

In the early nineteenth century, Edinburgh was a vibrant pub-
lishing centre, home of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, the Edinburgh 
Review, Blackwood’s Magazine and the poems and novels of Walter 
Scott. Co‑publishing agreements enabled London and Edinburgh 
publishers to cooperate to share the works of their authors with 
readers far away. By the late nineteenth century, such agreements 
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had faded away. London publishers no longer needed an Edinburgh 
partner to target the Scottish market, and though Scottish pub-
lishers could also, in principle, reach readers throughout Britain, 
in practice, establishing a London branch – or, even, moving 
operations to London – became common. Scottish-based authors 
could just as easily choose to work with a publisher in London, if 
they wished. Edinburgh remained the second largest publishing 
city in Britain, but it was no longer what it had been.7 The last 
decades of the century saw a flourishing of local newspapers across 
Britain, facilitating the formation of local and regional identities 
beyond the metropolis.8 Yet at the same time, railway delivery was 
extending the reach of London-based daily newspapers, enabling 
them to aspire to a new role as national newspapers.

It was a similar story in other (non-printed) aspects of intel-
lectual life. The old ‘Literary and Philosophical Societies’ 
were joined by ‘Scientific and Literary Societies’, ‘Mechanics’ 
Institutes’, ‘Athenaeums’ and any number of more specialised 
reading clubs, debating societies and natural history field clubs. 
All of this suggests a widening of access to, and participation 
in, intellectual culture across the nineteenth century.9 But those 
aspiring to make original contributions to scholarly and intel-
lectual debates increasingly looked to London. Local clubs and 
societies might spark an interest, and provide a congenial social 
space for its development – but it was to London-based organi-
sations –the Astronomical, Geological, Chemical, Linnean and 
Zoological societies – that new species of lichen or sightings of 
comets were reported. The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s literary 
section dwindled, but its scientific section continued to meet and 
provided a valuable social setting for scholarly discussions (albeit 
one dominated by Edinburgh university professors).10 But its most 
active scholars were also contributing to the specialist learned 
societies in London; and they aspired to fellowship of the Royal 
Society in London. 

It is thus perhaps not surprising that those who have investi-
gated the intellectual cultures of nineteenth-century Britain have 
tended to focus on the thoughts and actions of those in London, or 
those associated with the two ancient English universities. There 
is clearly a need for a fuller and more diverse understanding of 
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other parts of Britain including (but not limited to) Scotland. In 
some areas of scholarship, this enterprise is well underway: literary 
scholars have explored the richness of both provincial fiction and 
provincial newspapers (where ‘provincial’ typically seems to mean 
‘England-outside-London’);11 and historical geographers have 
investigated the scholarly activities and communities of particular 
regions, from Cornwall to Perth and Edinburgh.12 

But is Scotland’s role in this enterprise destined to be nothing 
more than another region within the British world, to be studied in 
the same way as one might study Lancashire, Cornwall or Ontario? 
While we fully support the ambition of a study of the connections 
and comparisons of the different parts of the nineteenth-century 
British world, we suggest that Scotland is worthy of study in its 
own right. Its history as a separate kingdom has left a cultural 
and institutional legacy than endures to this day, and marks it 
as different both from the English provinces and the colonies. 
Despite the Union of 1707, Scotland’s church, legal system and 
educational provision – higher education explicitly so – remained 
distinct from that of England. But how important was that, in the 
increasingly interconnected nation that was nineteenth-century 
Britain? We do not currently know.

The towns and cities of nineteenth-century Scotland acquired 
the same kinds of reading clubs and public libraries that were 
being founded by civic-minded Victorians across Britain – but in 
the case of Scotland, these new institutions for widening partici-
pation in knowledge were layered on to a core of mature and well-
established institutions. There were centuries-old universities in 
four towns, and the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Glasgow 
(f. 1599); the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh (f. 1681), 
Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (f. 1780, royal charter 1783), 
Royal Society of Edinburgh (f. 1783). Other than the ‘golden tri-
angle’ of London, Oxford and Cambridge, few parts of the British 
world had such mature institutional provision for scholarship and 
intellectual debate (though the colonies were certainly in the pro-
cess of establishing such institutions). These learned institutions 
provided education and professional accreditation, and could act 
as venues for intellectual debate and scholarly socialising. But to 
what extent were these vestiges of an older time able to retain a 
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meaningful role? We can think of various reasons why we might 
expect scholars and intellectuals based in Scotland to have a dis-
tinctive approach to the big issues of their day, but, as with the 
long-term legacy of the Enlightenment, whether – or to what 
extent – they did, remains to be seen. We are conscious that the 
intellectual hinterland outside Edinburgh is still to be mapped. 

The best routes into nineteenth-century Scottish intellectual 
life are Douglas Gifford’s splendid nineteenth-century volume in 
the 4-volume History of Scottish Literature, under the general edi-
torship of Cairns Craig;13 Craig’s own interventions on literature, 
philosophy and science;14 and works that are primarily ecclesiasti-
cal in their orientation, such as S. J. Brown’s magnificent Thomas 
Chalmers and the Godly Commonwealth.15 This is not to say that 
the ecclesiastical was in any way peripheral to nineteenth-century 
Scottish intellectual life. It was inescapable; but it was not the 
whole story, by any means. 

The history of science has enjoyed better coverage than other 
aspects of intellectual life, though again rarely in a holistic way. 
We know vastly more about early nineteenth-century Edinburgh 
than about anywhere else, thanks to scholarly interest in debates 
about brain function, the differences between animal species, the 
immateriality of the soul, or the possibility of developmental links 
between species.16 Much of the work in the history of Victorian 
science has been set in a British (or at best North British) frame-
work, and its fruits have not been obviously visible to Scottish 
historians.17 While the historiography of North British science has 
been well integrated with social, economic and religious develop-
ments, there has been less articulation with Scottish intellectual 
culture more generally.

Having said all that, there have been some advances in certain 
aspects of Scottish intellectual history. No longer are we confronted 
with the notion of a bald transition from the Enlightenment to its 
Romantic antithesis. In particular, a whole generation of schol-
ars working on Walter Scott has established the ways in which 
enlightened sociology and jurisprudence underpinned Scott’s 
hitherto supposed anti-modern medievalism.18 This has been a 
useful corrective. Moreover, late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century ‘kailyard’ literature has been pruned of some of its more 
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egregious myths, and we now have a greater sensitivity, through 
the work of Philip Waller, Andrew Nash and Keith Ives, to the 
role of William Robertson Nicholl as a cultural entrepreneur 
within the publishing world of British Nonconformity.19 There 
have also been isolated studies of particular linkages between past 
and present in Scottish intellectual life, particularly among histo-
rians of anthropology who note the influence of Hume’s philoso-
phy on Frazer, the author of the monumental Golden Bough.20 Yet, 
notwithstanding the puncturing of certain myths and the correc-
tion of certain assumptions in areas such as literary history and 
anthropology, the broader field of nineteenth-century Scottish 
intellectual history remains woefully underappreciated by con-
trast with our knowledge of the eighteenth century. For example, 
the attention of nineteenth-century scholars has been fixed on 
interdenominational jostling to the exclusion of tensions between 
religious orthodoxy and freethinking.

We identify where relevant continuing currents of intellectual 
life from the Enlightenment (as well as addressing adaptations 
and reinventions, declensions and gaps); we recover some intel-
lectual controversies which have become submerged or invisible 
in historical memory, not least given a selective and sometimes 
near-vestigial historiography; and we interrogate afresh four key 
themes that have dominated the historiographical debates about 
nineteenth-century Scotland. These are the ongoing prominence 
of religion, as well as questions about its status and authority, in 
an evangelically tinged post-Enlightenment Scotland; the extent 
to which the French Revolution and the conservative reac-
tion that ensued smothered intellectual innovation; the impli-
cations of the perceived provincialisation or marginalisation of 
Scotland and Scottish forms of intellectual life relative to London 
as the metropolitan core of Britain and its Empire; and, implic-
itly, the intriguing question of how we might identify the end of 
the Enlightenment, if nineteenth-century Scotland was indeed 
‘beyond’ it.

Religion – including its obverse, the challenge of freethink-
ing irreligion – inevitably, occupies a prominent place in our 
collection. Its importance was recognised as early as the mid-
nineteenth century by the pioneering English sociologist, Henry 
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Buckle (1821–62), who identified a hulking, elephantine puzzle 
at the centre of Scottish intellectual history. Buckle died young, 
and did not live to complete his projected multi-volume History 
of Civilization in England (1857–61). However, what he did pub-
lish included comparative studies of the relative long-term stag-
nation of intellectual life in Scotland and Spain. In the case of 
Scotland, there was the difficulty of reconciling the achievements 
of its eighteenth-century intelligentsia with the stultifying clerical 
orthodoxy which preceded it, and – significantly – also came after. 
Buckle gnawed over the central ‘paradox’ of Scottish history: ‘that 
knowledge should not have produced the effects which have else-
where followed it; that a bold and inquisitive literature should 
be found in a grossly superstitious country, without diminishing 
its superstition’, and that the Scottish people should be liberal in 
politics yet under the illiberal thrall of their clergy. Moreover, this 
‘anomaly’ continued into the present. Such was the ‘peculiarity 
of Scotland’ that during the eighteenth century and down to the 
mid-nineteenth ‘industrial and intellectual progress [had] contin-
ued without materially shaking the authority of the priesthood’. 
Why, Buckle asked, did the country of Hume and Adam Smith 
remain ‘awed by a few noisy and ignorant preachers’? Why did a 
‘very advanced’ people holding ‘enlightened views’ on politics, 
display on ‘all religious subjects’ such a ‘littleness of mind, an illib-
erality of sentiment, a heat of temper, and a love of persecuting 
others’?21 

Part of the answer, according to Buckle, was the continuity 
in Scottish intellectual life – the baton passed from clergy to 
enlightened literati and then back to clerics – of ‘deductive’ 
modes of reasoning: something at odds with our own apprecia-
tion of the inductive methods that seemed to predominate during 
the Scottish Enlightenment. Indeed, this aspect of Buckle’s 
thesis is clearly mistaken, deriving, it seems, from an assump-
tion that anything smacking of psychology was ipso facto deduc-
tive. Nonetheless, the vital marrow of Buckle’s overall analysis 
endures, and continues to prompt searching questions. Was the 
Enlightenment no more than erratic blip which was soon cor-
rected by a return to religious norms? Did evangelicalism utterly 
overwhelm the remnants of Enlightenment culture – Moderatism 
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in the Kirk, a liberal tolerance of free enquiry, the secularising 
stamp of the emergent social sciences? Alternatively, was an 
evangelical outlook surprisingly compatible with many of the key 
developments of the Scottish Enlightenment, especially the phys-
ical sciences and political economy? Or was there perhaps a divi-
sion of spheres, with some areas of the natural and social sciences 
more easily aligned with Calvinist orthodoxy than others? Yet 
the evidence of the daring forms of biblical criticism, sometimes 
anthropologically inflected, found in the late nineteenth-century 
Free Church – of all unlikely places – suggests that ingenuity was 
not so easily stifled by orthodoxy, and sometimes flourished at the 
frontiers of theological enquiry. Of course, the rash of heresy trials 
which preoccupied the Free Church during the 1880s and 1890s 
shows that the story is more complex and convoluted still,22 and 
that Buckle’s insights retain some purchase. Notwithstanding the 
fixation of Scottish ecclesiastical historians with interdenomina-
tional wrangling, there were other battles being waged: between 
the churches and an avant-garde of freethinkers who rejected 
Christianity outright, between advanced theologians and their 
more stolid colleagues, and an internal conflict within the minds 
and consciences of a highly educated clergy, aware of the intracta-
ble tensions between the disturbing findings of biblical scholar-
ship and the hoary seventeenth-century doctrinal standard – the 
Westminster Confession of Faith – that they were still pledged to 
uphold. 

But did Buckle’s emphasis on the nineteenth-century resur-
gence of religiosity serve to deflect attention away from other sig-
nificant changes? Emma Rothschild, in particular, has shown how 
in the febrile environment engendered by the French Revolution 
the vigorous political economy of the Smithian Enlightenment 
shrivelled into a more narrowly technical discipline: foreground-
ing economics as a science of constraints meant downplaying the 
open-ended possibilities inherent in Smith’s science of the leg-
islator.23 To what extent is the French Revolution or the rise 
of evangelicalism the pivot between Enlightenment and post-
Enlightenment? Or are these two phenomena inseparable? Yet 
the decades of the French Revolution arguably marked not a post-
Enlightenment moment, but the apogee of Enlightenment. This 
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was the era when three future British prime ministers came to study 
at the Scottish universities: William Lamb, Lord Melbourne under 
John Millar at Glasgow between 1799 and 1801, Henry Temple, 
Viscount Palmerston at Edinburgh under Dugald Stewart between 
1800 and 1803, and Lord John Russell under John Playfair at 
Edinburgh between 1809 and 1812. At this point too, the Athens 
of the North was arguably the arbiter of British taste, through the 
cultural authority embodied in the Edinburgh Review. Edinburgh 
and London were for a matter of decades twin cultural capitals, 
though in the medium term, London and a reformed Oxbridge 
regained their pre-eminence. 

Nineteenth-century Scottish intellectual history is in part 
a story of dwindling cultural authority and a slow retreat into 
provinciality. Yet as Nicholas Phillipson, building upon the 
insights of John Clive and Bernard Bailyn,24 demonstrated in a 
series of remarkable essays, provincialism had been an energising 
force during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment: then pro-
vincial life had been refreshingly rich in possibilities, fostering 
an openness to both the metropolitan and the cosmopolitan. 
Indeed, Phillipson’s renowned interpretation of the Scottish 
Enlightenment celebrates a self-conscious provincialism as 
a means of reorientating the Scots intelligentsia from merely 
national horizons.25 However, by the mid-nineteenth century, 
the tension between core and periphery was impoverishing rather 
than enriching, relegating Edinburgh to a satellite of London. 
But how long did the process take? When did the Athens of 
the North cease to be a major cultural citadel? It was, after all, 
only in 1890 that A & C Black, which owned the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, shifted its operations to London. 

Nor should we overlook other signs of provincialisation. 
Marinell Ash drew attention to a marked lowering of ambitions 
in nineteenth-century Scottish historical writing. The historio-
graphical revolution forged by Scott – itself as we know a fusion of 
a Romanticism with the sociological perspectives of the Scottish 
Enlightenment – gave way to exercises in textual editing, a sub-
Romantic escapism and a lack of confidence in grand narrative.26 
But there is another way to view this: as a retreat from confi-
dent nationhood certainly, but also as the emergence of a more 
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technical historical discipline which prioritised sources at the 
expense of the stories the nation told about itself.27 

More controversially, George Davie examined the long-term 
crisis of confidence in the nineteenth-century universities.28 
Why did Scotland’s academic leaders manifest such scant pride 
in the achievements of the Scottish Enlightenment? Why instead 
was there such a cowed acceptance of anglicising interference, 
Oxbridge norms and the supposed superiority of mandarin exer-
cises in the classical languages to the roundedness of a generalist 
curriculum? The Davie thesis has attracted considerable criti-
cism from historical specialists,29 but some of its overall contours 
remain compelling. The long transition from Enlightenment gen-
eralism to the specialisation of the twentieth-century university 
occurred against a backdrop of marginalisation, the denigration 
of indigenous educational traditions and – at least implicitly – a 
devaluation of the multidisciplinary ethos which had underpinned 
the Scottish Enlightenment.

More recently, Cairns Craig – one of Davie’s most attentive 
readers – has invited us to see the supposed post-Enlightenment 
anew. Craig asks a question which turns out to produce far-from-
obvious answers: ‘When was the Scottish Enlightenment?’ Why, 
Craig asks, should we view James Clerk Maxwell’s physics as a 
post-Enlightenment sequel rather than as the triumphant ‘ful-
filment’ of the Scottish Enlightenment? The major intellectual 
achievements of late nineteenth-century Scotland were not ‘iso-
lated afterthoughts’ to the Enlightenment, but a culmination of its 
possibilities. Not only does Craig point to the markedly Humean 
psychologising of Frazer’s Golden Bough, he also perceives the 
influence of eighteenth-century Scottish stadialist and conjec-
tural histories on the pioneering anthropology of J. F. McLennan 
and William Robertson Smith. Why do we put Adam Smith and 
Robertson Smith in different pigeonholes? Admittedly, there were 
differences of tone and context between the two moments. Craig 
shows how for Henry Calderwood, a nineteenth-century Scots 
philosopher and theologian, Hume loomed larger as a doubting 
agnostic than as a proponent of sceptical raillery. Yet why did 
Scotland give rise to two such notable galaxies of genius, first in 
the mid to late eighteenth century and then again a century later? 
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And why are they studied in such splendid isolation from one 
another?30

Our collection combines a measure of necessary eclecticism – 
given the range of Scottish intellectual endeavour – and a synoptic 
coherence. While most of the chapters deal directly with individu-
als, themes and episodes from Scotland’s long nineteenth century, 
these are bracketed by the essays of Robert Anderson and Gerard 
Carruthers which both address the Davie thesis and provide longer 
perspectives on the legacy of the Enlightenment from the vantage 
points, respectively, of historiography and literary criticism. The 
volume gives access to the particular flavours of Scottish intel-
lectual life in certain contexts and also provides a sense of the 
whole. It is our hope that these essays individually provide a series 
of cutting-edge interventions in a neglected but important area 
of Scottish studies, but also collectively a pioneering overview of 
Scottish intellectual life during the long nineteenth century.
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The Enlightenment Legacy and the 
Democratic Intellect

Robert Anderson

On and around Calton Hill in Edinburgh are monuments to David 
Hume (1777), the mathematician and geologist John Playfair 
(1825), Robert Burns (1830) and the philosopher Dugald Stewart 
(1831). But tributes to Enlightenment figures are rare in later 
years. Victorian Scots had a mania for monuments: they com-
memorated literary figures like Burns and Scott, national heroes 
like Bruce and Wallace, and contemporary politicians, generals 
and religious leaders.1 But the principal thinkers of the Scottish 
Enlightenment seemed to be forgotten. Today, it is true, there 
are statues of Hume and Adam Smith on Edinburgh’s Royal Mile, 
and since they are sculpted in classical style, the unwary visitor 
may think they are contemporary; but they were erected in 1995 
and 2008 respectively.2 This story illustrates two points. First, the 
Enlightenment has in recent years become a mark of Scottish 
identity and pride, as the older identification with Protestantism 
has become unusable – and in Edinburgh (the ‘hotbed of genius’) 
an icon of civic boosterism. Second, the nineteenth century lost 
a sense of the Enlightenment as a movement, and of its lead-
ing thinkers like Hume, Smith, Adam Ferguson and William 
Robertson as a cohesive group. For a time, the Enlightenment’s 
direct influence was still alive – Dugald Stewart was a significant 
figure here – but by mid-century its achievements were absorbed 
into the general movement of ideas. 

In the nineteenth century there was a common view of the past 
which saw Reformation and Enlightenment as episodes in the pro-
gressive unfolding of rationalism, individualism and ‘freedom of 

2. The Enlightenment Legacy and the Democratic 
Intellect
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thought’, along with the Renaissance and the scientific advances 
of the seventeenth century. This historiography was liberal and 
Protestant, but not specifically Scottish. H.  T.  Buckle was not 
Scottish, but the last part of his widely read History of Civilization in 
England was devoted (despite the book’s title) to Scotland. Buckle 
did not see the Reformation as progressive, but denounced the 
Presbyterian clergy for enforcing a rigid theocratic tyranny; even 
the ‘free and sceptical literature’ of the eighteenth century was 
unable to defeat religious illiberality and ‘superstition’, which were 
still alive in Buckle’s own day. For this he blamed the Scottish 
habit of deductive argument rather than the inductive scientific 
approach which Buckle used in trying to discover laws of history. 
In a long chapter on ‘the Scotch intellect during the eighteenth 
century’, Buckle examined the leading thinkers of the period, 
including its medical pioneers and men of science. Whatever 
Buckle’s prejudices and questionable generalisations, this was one 
of the fullest treatments of the subject available in its time.3 

The European Enlightenment is often seen as an anti-religious 
movement, which sought to place politics and ethics on a 
rational, secular basis and to demolish priestcraft and superstition. 
Nineteenth-century France had a ‘Voltairean’ bourgeoisie which 
saw Enlightenment rationalism as a national inheritance, but there 
was nothing like this in Scotland, where the Enlightenment was 
closer to Germany, Holland and other northern European coun-
tries, in seeking to reconcile religion with reason, and the state 
with the church, while secularising areas of life like education. 

In this context the scepticism of David Hume had been excep-
tional, and the mainstream thinkers of the eighteenth century 
took their distance from him. Their spirit was embodied in the 
Moderate Party in the church, led by the historian William 
Robertson, which preached a rational morality, endorsed the exist-
ing social order, and maintained its influence through the disci-
pline of the ‘parish state’.4 But this sober harmony was challenged 
by the growth of frequent dissenting factions, and by a broader 
evangelicalism, which sought to base religion on personal feelings 
of salvation, emotional rather than rational, and to emancipate 
the church from subordination to the state and the control of aris-
tocratic patrons. The Disruption of 1843 is a convenient date for 
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identifying the end of the Scottish Enlightenment, though it was 
only the culmination of long-standing religious tensions. 

Another striking feature of the Scottish Enlightenment, which 
contrasted with France and England, though less so with Germany 
or Italy, was the centrality of the universities, which trained a 
large part of the Scottish elite, including ministers. Many of the 
leading thinkers were university professors, whose lectures led on 
to books. The development of university teaching in the nine-
teenth century, especially the arts degree and the philosophy 
classes, is therefore a natural focus of any attempt to evaluate the 
later legacy of the Enlightenment. The eighteenth-century uni-
versities also established long-lasting traditions in science, medi-
cine and law which are outside the scope of this essay. Chemistry 
in particular, originally seen as an auxiliary of medicine, contrib-
uted to the early progress of industry in Scotland, and one strain 
of the Enlightenment, emanating from mercantile Glasgow rather 
than professional Edinburgh, supported ‘useful knowledge’ along-
side traditional university education.5 The college established in 
Glasgow in 1796 by John Anderson (later a leading technical col-
lege, and today Strathclyde University), the Mechanics’ Institutes 
created in many towns in the early nineteenth century, and the 
various forms of self-improvement and mutual instruction adopted 
by working men, inherited this strain. 

It is generally agreed that the phrase ‘Scottish Enlightenment’ 
was first used by William Scott in his 1900 study of Francis 
Hutcheson: Hutcheson was ‘the prototype of the Scottish 
Enlightenment’. This was reported, and the phrase used, in Peter 
Hume Brown’s contemporary History of Scotland, and since this 
remained the standard university textbook of Scottish history 
until the 1960s, the phrase was perhaps not as unfamiliar as is 
sometimes said. Hume Brown’s history itself discussed Scottish 
philosophers mainly in the context of the Moderate Party in the 
church, and he saw the ‘common sense’ philosopher Thomas Reid 
as the best representative of the ‘Scottish philosophy’ because 
of his influence abroad. Adam Smith was mentioned only in 
passing, Adam Ferguson not at all.6 Another widely read work 
of the period, Henry Grey Graham’s Social Life of Scotland in 
the Eighteenth Century, had much the same approach. Scottish 
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thinkers like Hume, Smith and Robertson were praised for their 
contribution to ‘literature’, especially as part of the ‘town life’ of 
Edinburgh, but only mentioned very briefly, while three chapters 
were devoted to religion.7

Modern scholarship on the Scottish Enlightenment began in 
the 1950s and has since flourished, much of it the work of the 
‘Cambridge school’ of intellectual history. One key event was 
the second International Congress on the Enlightenment held 
at St Andrews and Edinburgh in 1967, at which Hugh Trevor-
Roper gave an influential lecture.8 His approach saw the Scottish 
Enlightenment as the local expression of a European movement, 
stimulated by Scotland’s political situation after 1707, and by 
the priorities of its landed and urban elites. Politically, accord-
ing to scholars drawing on the concept of civic humanism, the 
Enlightenment sought to instil ‘virtue’ into the elite, part of a 
broader project of a ‘science of man’. From this point of view, the 
movement came to an end when its leading thinkers departed 
from the scene. For Richard Sher, who saw the heart of the 
movement in the group of Moderate clergy who dominated the 
church and the universities, the death of William Robertson in 
1793 symbolised ‘the end of the Moderate age and the Scottish 
Enlightenment’.9 Enlightenment scholarship has tended to put 
firm chronological limits on the movement, and has been more 
willing to seek earlier Scottish roots than to extend its approach 
forward.

In the later nineteenth century the histories of Hume and 
Robertson were still read, and Adam Smith celebrated as the 
founder of political economy, but there was little continuing 
memory of the Enlightenment as a movement. This can perhaps 
be explained by two different but related factors: first, Scottish 
public life in the nineteenth century was dominated by religious 
divisions and disputes, and it was to the legacy of the Reformation 
and John Knox, rather than to Hume and Smith, that Scots looked 
for the roots of the present in the past. 

Second, the nineteenth century created problems to which 
the Enlightenment had no answers. That movement played out 
in a Scotland which was still largely pre-industrial and domi-
nated by the landed classes.10 But the nineteenth century saw the 
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transformation of Scotland into a leading industrial and urbanised 
country, and the growth of both middle and working classes. It 
was religious energy and idealism which tackled problems like 
poverty, crime, working-class housing and the extension of ele-
mentary education. The religious life of Victorian Scotland had 
a richness and diversity which the twenty-first century is perhaps 
ill-equipped to appreciate. Ultimately, however, sectarianism led 
to secularisation. Once the Disruption destroyed the ability of the 
Established church to speak for the nation as the natural partner 
of the state – as it had during the Moderate dominance – functions 
such as the poor law (1846), civil registration (1855), and school 
education (1861 and 1872) became the province of national leg-
islation, usually administered by local elites. The universities were 
also affected, as legislation in 1853 and 1858 laicised appoint-
ments and governance. 

Politically, mainstream liberalism looked back to the revolu-
tion of 1688 and the growth of parliamentary government. But 
the American and French revolutions made the Enlightenment 
vocabulary of civic virtue obsolete, and created new causes like 
manhood suffrage, and new methods of extra-parliamentary agita-
tion, as with the Scottish Jacobins of the 1790s or the Chartists. 
Robert Owen, in his factory community at New Lanark, can be 
seen as an heir to the Enlightenment in his Lockean belief that 
society could be changed through education and environment; 
but the wider Owenite movement, and its appeal to working men, 
were the product of a new political climate.

Scotland was a liberal society in the nineteenth century, both 
in the sense that the Liberal Party was politically dominant after 
the 1832 Reform Act, and because of the prevalence of what are 
today called ‘Enlightenment values’ (especially when they are felt 
to be threatened): belief in rational and critical argument, tol-
eration of different creeds and cultures, a society open to social 
mobility, and so on.11 This liberal order had many deficiencies 
– including the refusal of political rights to women, patriarchal 
ideas about the family, reluctance to see Roman Catholics as full 
members of the national community, the emphasis on property 
as the basis of political rights, and belief in racial hierarchy as the 
basis of Britain’s position in the world. These negative features 
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might not have been repudiated by the original Enlightenment 
thinkers, who were generally supporters of the existing order, 
but have mostly been removed by the long-term working out of 
‘Enlightenment values’.

Social change also brought Scotland and England closer 
together, in ways which are familiar: the unifying effect of rail-
ways, telegraphs and postal services, the expansion of a national 
and regional press, Scotland’s significant partnership with England 
in the enterprise of empire, the growing dominance of intellectual 
life by the great Victorian reviews and London publishing houses. 
Political parties and pressure groups now operated on a British 
stage, and national ‘public opinion’ superseded the face-to-face 
‘public sphere’ of urban clubs, taverns and coffee-houses. In the 
academic world, expanding subjects, especially medicine and the 
natural sciences, were national or international in their scope 
rather than particularly Scottish, and the growth of the univer-
sities created an academic profession which thought in British or 
imperial terms, as did students contemplating their careers after 
graduation. 

These changes relate to a problem which has preoccupied his-
torians in recent years, as part of a general interest in questions of 
identity, and in the position of Scotland within Britain: why was 
there no national movement, on European lines, in the nineteenth 
century? One answer was given by Tom Nairn. Following Ernest 
Gellner’s modernist theory of nationalism, he saw its mainspring 
in ‘uneven development’: the middle classes created by capital-
ist growth, frustrated at being ruled by archaic agrarian empires, 
sought national independence. But in Scotland the union of 1707 
preceded the modernising revolutions, political and economic, 
of the late eighteenth century. The Scottish elite gained a share 
in the economically advanced English state, and made a distinc-
tive contribution to modern ideas through the Enlightenment. 
This was not sustained, however, as the Scottish intelligentsia 
collapsed into ‘provinciality’, or migrated to London.12 Though 
it is questionable to identify the Enlightenment with the middle 
classes, by the nineteenth century the Scottish elite did identify 
with progress and liberalism, and saw themselves as successful part-
ners in the British state, feeling no need for nationalist assertion. 
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At the 1967 Enlightenment conference, the St Andrews his-
torian Ronald Cant gave a paper on ‘Scottish universities and 
Scottish society in the eighteenth century’ which contrasted with 
Trevor-Roper, seeing the Scottish Enlightenment as an expression 
of permanent Scottish traits and intellectual habits. The ‘broad 
scope and philosophical emphasis’ of the arts curriculum reflected 
an ‘integrated society’ which ‘had long been permeated by liber-
tarian ideas and democratic attitudes that blunted the inequalities 
of rank and influence’. For the Enlightenment was the ‘fulfilment 
. . . of certain deeply cherished aspirations of the Scottish people, 
above all a desire for liberty’. Moreover, ‘the low cost of university 
education ensured that any pupil of reasonable ability – the “lad o’ 
pairts” of Scottish tradition – could proceed to a university with-
out undue difficulty’.13

Cant’s emphasis on democracy reflected the influence of 
George Davie’s book of 1961, The Democratic Intellect: Scotland 
and her Universities in the Nineteenth Century, a book which had a 
key influence on the growth of cultural nationalism in the 1960s 
and 1970s.14 It combined a historical account of university reform 
in the nineteenth century (which has been heavily criticised by 
historians) with a survey of Scottish academic thought in var-
ious fields, in which Davie discerned a common philosophical 
approach stressing generalism rather than specialisation. The 
advance of specialisation was deplored by Davie, and explained as 
the work of an ‘anglicising’ party. 

Behind Davie’s book lay a view of the Enlightenment derived 
from his study of the Common Sense school of philosophy, and 
linking it both with the university question in the nineteenth 
century and with the problems of his own day. There is, he said, 
a perpetual tension between the demands of specialised expertise 
and those of the common interest, a tension already present in 
the intellectualism of the Presbyterian pulpit and the willingness 
of congregations to argue with their ministers. Common Sense 
philosophy was able to bridge the gap between the university-
educated elite and ‘ordinary people’. After 1707 there was 
unity in politics between England and Scotland, but diversity 
in ‘social ethics’. Scotland maintained a balance in which the 
potentially theocratic inclinations of the church were countered 



	 enlightenment legacy	 25

by the rationalism of the philosophers, forming ‘a distinctive 
blend of the secular and of the sacred’. Although Enlightenment 
scholarship has not paid much attention to Davie, he antici-
pated its recent stress – including its reinterpretation of Adam 
Smith – on the movement’s vision of society as a moral com-
munity, rather than an individualist, market-based arena of 
competition.		

In the early nineteenth century, for Davie, Scottish philos-
ophy still provided a check on the growth of material wealth. 
But this balance was threatened on one side by utilitarian phi-
losophy (despite its own roots in the Scottish Enlightenment), 
with its uncritical welcome of economic progress, and on the 
other by the rise of evangelicalism, based on emotion rather than 
reason. Evangelicalism is often seen as part of the Romantic reac-
tion against Enlightenment rationalism, yet Thomas Chalmers’s 
vision of a ‘godly commonwealth’ could also be related to the 
common-sense ideal of a harmonious society. So too the post-
1843 established church might be seen as inheriting the Moderate 
ideal of a national community bound by the alliance of church 
and state.	

For Davie, the Disruption was a cultural disaster, as religious 
sectarianism came to dominate contests for professorial chairs, 
which play a key role in his story. The appointment of Evangelical 
candidates to philosophy chairs marked the triumph of ‘provin-
cialising philistinism . . . The classic age of common sense had 
ended.’ Scots turned their back on the national philosophical 
heritage, and denominational squabbles paralysed Scottish intel-
lectual vitality into the twentieth century.

Davie’s view that the Enlightenment legacy was betrayed and 
forgotten has been widely accepted, but some otherwise sympa-
thetic commentators have rejected his pessimism. Alexander 
Broadie, the historian of the Scottish philosophical tradition, 
traces its roots back to the Middle Ages, and its influence for-
ward into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Philosophy 
was ‘a principle of unity of Scottish culture for centuries’, not 
based on a single doctrine, but on ‘libertarianism, a strong doc-
trine of moral freedom’. Enlightenment, in both eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, was ‘a period of intellectual progress made 
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through the exercise of autonomous reason in circumstances in 
which people may put their ideas into the public domain without 
risk of persecution by the authorities, whether political or reli-
gious’.15 This, of course, could be said of many nineteenth-century 
states with liberal constitutions. 

While Broadie sees continuity between eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, Cairns Craig prefers to identify a ‘second Scottish 
Enlightenment’ in the nineteenth. He stresses the vitality of 
Scottish thought in many fields apart from philosophy – science, 
theology, classical studies or sociology. The Scottish pioneers of 
social anthropology, for example, such as J.  F.  McLennan and 
James Frazer, drew on the Enlightenment concepts of a science of 
man and historical sociology. Craig argues that Davie’s concen-
tration on the common-sense school was too narrow, not least 
because it excluded David Hume, who continued to be influen-
tial in England (through James and John Stuart Mill) as well as 
Scotland (including the Aberdeen philosopher Alexander Bain). 
Scottish art and literature also reflected a distinctive national 
tradition with roots in the Enlightenment.16 It has to be admitted, 
however, that many of the scientists and scholars mentioned by 
Craig either had no academic positions in Scotland, or began their 
careers there but moved later to England, like the scientist James 
Clerk Maxwell, or the theologian and student of comparative reli-
gions William Robertson Smith. 

Common Sense doctrines were transmitted to the nineteenth 
century by Dugald Stewart, who held the moral philosophy chair 
at Edinburgh between 1785 and 1810 (though he lived until 
1828). Stewart’s lectures had a profound influence on a genera-
tion of Whig politicians and intellectuals, including the founders 
of the Edinburgh Review – though many of these Whigs transferred 
their political activity to London.17 Stewart has attracted more 
scholarly attention than later Scottish philosophers. He has been 
credited with defending university independence at a time when 
conservative politicians and ecclesiastics, in the backlash against 
the French Revolution, were suspicious of all liberal and radical 
ideas.18 As a professor, it has been claimed, Stewart synthesised 
the ideas of the Scottish Enlightenment to teach an ethics in 
harmony with students’ religious upbringings, to create a practi-
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cal and unthreatening pedagogy suitable for future ministers and 
teachers, and to define the ‘Scottish philosophy’ which became 
influential in France and other countries.19

In 1901 Henry Craik, the powerful secretary of the Scotch 
Education Department, surveyed a ‘century of Scottish history’. 
He argued that Stewart was the last true representative of the 
‘Scottish school of philosophy’. In the eighteenth century, this 
had a ‘firm hold upon the intellectual growth of the nation’, but 
lost this position through its embroilment in political contro-
versy. After Stewart, there were still distinguished philosophers in 
the Scottish universities, but ‘their influence was confined to an 
academic clique’; William Hamilton, for example, the Edinburgh 
professor of Logic from 1836 to 1856, ‘never guided the nation’s 
thought, and never attempted to mould her history’.20 

Leaving aside the question of anglicisation, the universities 
continued to have a central position in Scottish life, with student 
enrolments much greater than in English universities. Down to 
the 1890s, the Master of Arts degree, which was normally taken 
as a preliminary to studying law and divinity, as well as by pro-
spective teachers and as part of a general liberal education, con-
sisted of seven or eight compulsory subjects, including Logic and 
Moral Philosophy. Philosophy was thus part of the training of a 
significant part of the Scottish elite – though not all: a separate 
science degree developed from the 1860s. The idea of a ‘Scottish 
philosophy’ continued to be held, and there was debate about 
who belonged to it.21 Nevertheless, by the end of the century 
the predominant school was neo-Hegelian idealism, derived from 
Germany via Oxford, which was strongest at Glasgow. This taught 
an ethic of public service and community which was not so dif-
ferent from the common-sense view that expertise needed to be 
tempered by a social conscience. Perhaps more important than 
the doctrines of individual professors was their personal influence 
and example, and the stimulus of the generalist lectures which arts 
students had to attend. But as philosophy became professionalised, 
along with other academic subjects, it became more difficult for 
professors to reconcile their role as ‘social educators’ seeking to 
shape the minds of future professional men with the scholarly 
demands of their discipline.22 
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Whatever the virtues of the uniform MA curriculum, it had 
a negative side, by inhibiting the introduction of new subjects. 
English literature was admitted to the programme in the 1860s, 
though it could trace its lineage to the chair of Rhetoric founded at 
Edinburgh in 1760 and first occupied by the prominent Moderate 
Hugh Blair. A chair of Political Economy, supporting the free 
trade orthodoxies of Adam Smith, was founded at Edinburgh in 
1871, without being included in the degree curriculum, but at 
commercial Glasgow there was no chair until 1896. Other disci-
plines such as general history, geography, archaeology and modern 
languages had no place in the universities until the 1890s or later, 
meaning that the Scottish contribution to these subjects was lim-
ited. While the BSc degree and the central position of medicine 
in the Scottish universities gave institutional support to science, 
the new arts subjects might have been more distinctively Scottish 
if they had been admitted to the universities before English influ-
ences took hold. 

History provides a particularly clear case of intellectual dis-
continuity. The Scottish Enlightenment made two contribu-
tions to historical understanding. Its leading historians, Hume 
and Robertson, wrote philosophical histories (Hume on England, 
Robertson on Scotland, America and Europe) in which grand 
narratives surveyed long-term development, with political history 
at the core but tied also to social and religious factors. Secondly, 
Scottish thinkers, notably Smith and Ferguson, developed the 
‘stadial’ theory of history (Dugald Stewart called it ‘conjectural 
history’), which traced human development through four stages 
– from hunter-gatherers to pastoral, agricultural and commercial 
societies.

Edinburgh University had a chair of ‘civil history’ founded in 
1719, and its occupant between 1780 and 1801, Alexander Fraser 
Tytler, gave lectures in the philosophical tradition, covering the 
whole of civilised history since the ancient Egyptians. This chair 
later became ineffective, and when it was revived in the 1860s 
it became a chair of constitutional history, reflecting the new 
English scholarship which celebrated the development of British 
liberties over the centuries through the rise of Parliament.23 But 
this was more than a piece of anglicisation: Colin Kidd has argued 
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that ‘Whig constitutionalism’ was well established in eighteenth-
century Scotland, as part of an ‘Anglo-British identity’ among the 
elite.24

The stadial theory of history was influential in the long run on 
the development of social science in the later nineteenth cen-
tury, but was not taken up by academic historians. It did influ-
ence Walter Scott, whose Scottish novels, like Waverley and Rob 
Roy, contrasted the pastoral and patriarchal Highlands with the 
commercial society of the Lowlands.25 Later, however, stadial 
interpretations gave way to racial ones, and the contrast between 
Highlands and Lowlands was interpreted as one between Celts and 
Teutons.26 Like Whig constitutionalism, the idea of a common 
Teutonic identity between lowland Scots and English supported 
unionist interpretations of history. 

Scott illustrates how one cannot draw a clear line between 
Enlightenment and Romanticism. Despite his enormous influence 
on the European Romantic movement, many now see Scott as a 
modern-minded figure for whom the past recreated in his fiction 
was no longer usable in the present. But his influence directed 
attention to daily life and customs, landscapes and buildings, and 
other material or folkloric aspects of history, rather than to the 
analysis of historical change. Marinell Ash showed how Scott 
inspired a period of active interest in Scottish history, reflected 
notably in the publication of historical texts. This might have 
formed the basis for new syntheses of Scottish historical develop-
ment, but without a place in the university curriculum the subject 
failed to develop. 

Ash claimed that Scott created a historical movement on a 
level with other European countries, but by the 1860s, after a 
collective ‘failure of nerve’, the historical edifice reared by Scott 
was ‘shattered into many pieces’. The religious partisanship which 
beset interpretations of the past was a major reason for this frag-
mentation, and the Disruption destroyed the uniformity of the 
nation’s culture.27 There is a clear parallel with George Davie’s 
picture of how the Scottish elite turned their back on their philo-
sophical traditions. 

What of the democratic side of the democratic intellect? Davie 
argued that the anglicisation of the universities restricted the 
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opportunities given to lads o’ pairts, but this does not seem to 
have been the case. The nineteenth century saw great changes 
in education, especially after the Education Act of 1872, as a 
centrally administered state system, with compulsory primary edu-
cation, replaced the rural parish schools and the additional ele-
mentary schools created by the efforts of the churches. The parish 
school, though it had been unable to cope with the changing 
demography of industrial Scotland, became the object of senti-
ment, and the link between schools and universities was much 
debated. Scots were very conscious of having a tradition of broad 
education and literacy reaching well down into society. But they 
attributed this to the Reformation and Presbyterianism, rather 
than the Enlightenment. 

The Scottish Enlightenment, unlike some of its European 
equivalents, did not produce a significant body of pedagogic 
theory, or have much to say about education in Scotland, though 
Adam Smith praised the parish schools as a justifiable use of public 
funding. If the parish schools were a legacy of the Reformation, 
the Enlightenment inspired the foundation and reorganisation of 
secondary schools in Scottish burghs, often called academies, to 
give a modern education in tune with the times.28 This movement 
continued in the first decades of the nineteenth century, but sec-
ondary education remained underdeveloped until knitted into a 
national system after 1872 under the aegis of the state.

It was not just Scotland’s advanced education, but the gen-
eral democratic and egalitarian features of Scottish society which 
were attributed to the Reformation, thanks to which Scotland 
had become a country where a sense of community and common 
humanity overrode class and wealth. As Andrew Carnegie put it 
succinctly in 1904, John Knox ‘made Scotland a democracy while 
England remains a nation of caste’.29 Innumerable speeches cel-
ebrated how Presbyterianism had moulded the Scottish national 
character, along with the poverty of the soil and a harsh cli-
mate, and had nurtured individualist and enterprising Scots. The 
Reformers’ emphasis on reading the Bible had encouraged the 
achievement of widespread literacy, helping to form an enlight-
ened and peaceable peasantry. The Presbyterian system of church 
government was itself democratic, and the First Book of Discipline 
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of 1560 had projected a national system of education, with organic 
links between schools and universities, which had opened the 
path to higher education for boys from poor rural backgrounds. 

It was also a common idea that Calvinism had created the 
‘metaphysical’ Scot, alive to philosophical and religious debate, 
and inclined to reduce all issues to first principles. In 1932, the 
Conservative politician Walter Elliot claimed that ‘the essentials 
of Church government in Scotland were a fierce egalitarianism, 
and a respect for intellectual pre-eminence, and a lust for argu-
ment on abstract issues, and these are the traditions of Scotland 
to-day’.30 Davie took over Elliot’s phrase ‘democratic intellectual-
ism’, and also his view that after flourishing for centuries, it was 
challenged by the Disruption and the Industrial Revolution. 

However, the Scottish propensity for abstract speculation and 
first principles could equally be attributed to Enlightenment phi-
losophy, and had long been commented on – often satirically, as in 
the character of Mr Mac Quedy in Thomas Love Peacock’s novel 
Crotchet Castle (1831). Versions of Elliot’s idea were often found 
in pronouncements on the Scottish ‘national character’. James 
Bryce, for example, thought that William Gladstone inherited 
from his ‘Scottish blood’ the ‘love for abstractions and refinements 
and dialectical analysis which characterises the Scotch intellect’.31 
And in 1860 the Edinburgh jurist and university reformer James 
Lorimer published an essay on ‘Scottish nationality – social and 
intellectual’, which argued that if Scottish ‘individuality’ was to 
be preserved, it must be ‘not political, or even institutional, but 
social, and, above all, intellectual’ – for which the philosophy-
centred MA must be preserved. Lorimer was a unionist who gener-
ally welcomed the convergence of Scotland and England: after all, 
the two nations were originally identical offshoots from ‘the great 
Teutonic stem’. But Scots tended more than the English to gener-
alise, to think logically and to appeal to principle. They had more 
affinity with Continental intellectual habits, and though Lorimer 
did not have a conception of the Enlightenment, he attributed this 
affinity to the long-standing links between Scotland and France.32 

If statues give one clue to the later fate of the Enlightenment, 
other visual clues may be sought in architecture. The New 
Town in Edinburgh is rightly seen as a major achievement of 
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the Enlightenment, reflecting the principles of classical order, 
harmony and social segregation. There were similar but smaller 
developments in Glasgow, Aberdeen, Perth and other towns. 
Enlightenment modernity also saw classicism as suitable for con-
fining and disciplining the masses in prisons, poorhouses and 
schools.33 The construction of Edinburgh’s New Town, and the 
use of classical styles for churches and public buildings, contin-
ued into the 1840s: the new buildings of Edinburgh University, 
often seen as a symbol of the Enlightenment, were only started 
to Robert Adam’s design in 1789 (arguably after the university’s 
golden age), and completed much later. 

Classicism in architecture was eventually superseded by a variety 
of historical styles – Gothic, ‘collegiate’ or baronial – which were 
more distinctively Scottish, and which were a clearer expression of 
national identity: the cosmopolitan taste of the Enlightenment – 
in painting, sculpture or poetry as well as architecture – conformed 
to standard European patterns, whereas that of the Romantic era 
was more reflective of national consciousness. In moving forward 
from the Enlightenment after the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury Scotland also moved, within the political union, towards a 
greater sense of its historic past.
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Dugald Stewart, William Godwin and the 
Formation of Political Economy

Lina Weber

We have in this country been too much in the habit of consid-
ering Manufactures as the ultimate source of wealth, instead of 
making them subservient to the produce of Agriculture; & it is 
from this cause that we do not see the funds for Provision keep 
pace with those of Population; nor the conforts [sic!] of the 
Poor therefore increase at all in proportion to the splendour & 
opulence of the Rich.1

When Dugald Stewart (1753–1828), the renowned Professor 
of Moral Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh, gave this 
alarming analysis of Britain’s current state to his students in 
the academic year of 1802–3, he hit the nail squarely on the 
head. Britain was facing an unprecedented crisis caused by the 
French Revolutionaries’ promise of universal liberty and equal-
ity, a threat now exacerbated by the rise of Napoleon. The out-
look for the heavily indebted and overextended British Empire 
seemed bleak. A long and hugely expensive war brought the 
country close to bankruptcy and revealed the increasing inequal-
ity caused by burgeoning industrialisation. Radicals like Thomas 
Paine and William Godwin promised Britons an end not only 
to monarchical despotism but also to war and poverty, while 
independence movements like the United Irishmen mobilised 
labourers and farmers to fight for representation in government 
and independence from London. With insurrection, misery and 
mob rule looming, the survival of the British Empire was at 
stake.2		
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Given the immense challenge that the 1790s posed to Britain’s 
survival, strategies to fulfil the needs of the people while maintain-
ing the state were urgently needed. The established Enlightenment 
science of legislation neither offered an explanation for the failure 
of the French Revolution nor did it proffer solutions on how to 
translate concern with the long-term evolution of society and 
morals into practical political reforms.3 A new answer was pro-
vided by the ‘science of political economy’ that was beginning to 
take shape in Scotland. In 1799, Dugald Stewart took the radical 
step of separating out political economy from his course on moral 
philosophy. Economic subjects such as population growth and 
commerce had been part of political discussions and academic cur-
ricula before, but it was Stewart who brought these disparate topics 
together and united them within one philosophical framework. 
He shaped a coherent body of knowledge that was recognisable as 
‘political economy’, a compound term seldom used before 1800.4 
Stewart’s aim was highly ambitious: to provide future professional 
legislators with useful knowledge about policies that would make 
states peaceful and societies happy, while avoiding utopianism and 
fanaticism as well as bankruptcy and corruption.

Stewart is often presented as an epigone of the Enlightenment 
and his political economy is discounted as a poorly understood 
adaptation of Smith’s principles.5 More nuanced scholarship 
has by contrast shown that Stewart not only summarised and 
applied the principles established by his predecessors to new 
circumstances, but also transformed that tradition by laying 
his own emphasis on progress and education, topics that would 
become highly influential in the early nineteenth century.6 This 
essay aims to further our understanding of the dissolution of the 
Enlightenment and the formation of political economy by focus-
ing on those parts of Stewart’s lecture course on political economy 
that from a modern perspective might not seem to be directly 
related to the subject. For Stewart framed his treatment of popula-
tion growth and national wealth through discussions of marriage, 
property, national education and poor laws. With these subjects, 
he was not only contributing to contemporary discussions about 
social inequality but also responding to the utopianism of William 
Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice of 1793.7
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Since Stewart never published on political economy and his 
own notes on his lecture course were destroyed by his son, schol-
ars have hitherto relied on the edition that the philosopher Sir 
William Hamilton published in 1855–6.8 Hamilton used auto-
graphs by Stewart from the early years of the course, now lost, 
and supplemented them with student notes from the later years, 
aiming to reconstruct what he considered a definitive version of 
Stewart’s teaching.9 In this essay, I go back instead to the his-
torical beginning of the course and use a set of notes that an 
unidentified student took in the academic year 1802–3. It is the 
earliest complete set of notes that is extant, and it represents the 
course in a form very similar to that heard by a cohort of students 
who would leave a distinct mark on nineteenth-century British 
politics. Among them were Francis Horner, Francis Jeffrey, Henry 
Brougham and Sydney Smith, founders of the highly successful 
and influential Edinburgh Review, and a future prime minister, 
Henry John Temple, Viscount Palmerston.

The shape political economy assumed when first introduced as 
an academic subject was strongly influenced by the moral philoso-
phy of the Scottish Enlightenment with which Dugald Stewart had 
grown up. He was taught by Adam Ferguson at the University of 
Edinburgh and by Thomas Reid at the University of Glasgow, was 
a close reader of Hume and the first biographer of Adam Smith.10 
When Ferguson vacated his chair in 1785, Stewart became his suc-
cessor and taught moral philosophy at the University of Edinburgh 
until his retirement in 1810. He was a highly esteemed and suc-
cessful lecturer. His moral philosophy course attracted, on aver-
age, 138 students per year, most coming from the Scottish gentry 
and nobility, the English aristocracy, and from abroad.11 Stewart’s 
classroom was, as Nicholas Phillipson tellingly summarised it, ‘the 
nursery for British Whiggery for the next generation’.12 Stewart’s 
success as an outstanding teacher was supplemented by the strong 
influence his publications exerted. The Elements of the Philosophy of 
the Human Mind (3 vols, 1792, 1814, 1827) and Outlines of Moral 
Philosophy (1793, 2nd edn 1801) provided the philosophical basis 
for the introduction of political economy at the Universities of 
Oxford and Cambridge and were used at American and French 
universities until at least the middle of the nineteenth century.13
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In teaching moral philosophy, Stewart followed the prece-
dent set by his esteemed predecessors. The aim was practical: to 
prepare young students who were for destined for public careers 
to fulfil their moral and civic duties. Like Smith, Ferguson and 
Reid, Stewart therefore included political and economic issues in 
the moral philosophy curriculum. In 1778–9, when he replaced 
Ferguson (who was on a mission in America), Stewart followed 
the outline of his teacher, discussing population growth, riches, 
law, liberty, constitutional forms and national happiness under 
the heading of ‘Politics’ as the final part of the course on moral 
philosophy.14 After he took over the chair in 1785, Stewart devel-
oped the curriculum further. He subdivided politics into ‘political 
oeconomy’ and the theory of government. Under the first head-
ing, Stewart discussed population and national riches. Although 
he intended to supplement these subjects with questions of justice, 
expediency, education and the prevention of crimes in the 1790s, 
he did not realise this plan.15

Stewart’s decision to separate out the lectures on political econ-
omy and to develop them into a proper academic course in 1799 
was a radical step. Political economy was not, as Michael Brown 
has suggested, ‘safer ground’ than the discussion of constitutional 
forms.16 In the 1790s, Smith, political economy, and philosophical 
speculations about politics more broadly were considered to have 
prepared the ground for the philosophical principles underlying 
the French Revolution; as such they aroused suspicion.17 Stewart, 
always guarded about voicing political views, had been in France 
for the third time when the Revolution broke out in 1789. A cau-
tiously approving reference to Condorcet on the issue of education 
that Stewart had ‘written with the most innocent intention’ in 
the first volume of his Elements (1792) sufficed to arouse suspicion 
in Edinburgh in 1793 when the least appearance of sedition was 
supressed vigorously.18 Accordingly, when Stewart introduced the 
class, it ‘made a great sensation’. Cockburn explained that the gen-
eral public was unfamiliar with the writings of Hume and Smith 
and that the ‘mere term “Political Economy” made most people 
start’ as they expected Stewart to make ‘dangerous propositions’.19

Given the complexity and potential danger of the topic, 
Stewart’s course on political economy was reserved for a smaller 
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group of the more mature students. It took place in the evening, 
enabling professionals such as practising lawyers to attend as well. 
In the lectures, Stewart provided his students with a very broad 
European foundation, referring to Hume, Smith, Arthur Young, 
Richard Price, Montesquieu, François Quesnay, Victor Riqueti, 
the Marquis de Mirabeau, Anne-Robert-Jacques Turgot and 
Cesare Beccaria. Stewart did not merely echo the opinions of his 
distinguished predecessors but developed this inherited knowl-
edge in a direction of his own. He broadened the definition of 
political economy considerably: 

Political Œconomy has been hitherto considered as apply-
ing only to the circumstances that relate to the Wealth & 
Population of a State, or what have been called the resources 
of a Nation. I extend the term to whatever relates to Man as a 
Member of a political society.20

In thirty-eight lectures, he treated the laws fundamental to soci-
ety, population, national wealth (which included questions of 
free trade, agricultural reform and manufacturing), poor laws and 
education.

For Stewart, the purpose of teaching political economy was to 
provide his students with knowledge that could serve as a practi-
cal guide towards creating a better future. He therefore aimed to 
identify general principles that were grounded in the fixed fea-
tures of human nature. Since the form of government depended 
on the particular circumstances of a given society, it had less 
relevance than in earlier thinkers. History, similarly, lost the the-
oretical function that it once had for Hume and Smith since 
it only accounted for particular phenomena.21 Stewart consid-
ered political economy as a continuation of the natural law tra-
dition as it had been set by Hugo Grotius’s De Iure Belli ac Pacis 
and the modern science of politics as it had been developed by 
Montesquieu, Hume and Smith.

Most important for the formation of political economy were 
François Quesnay and his ‘sect’ of Économistes (sometimes also 
known as the Physiocrats). For Stewart, it was not their techni-
cal language or the tableau économique, but their account of the 
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social order that had advanced the new science. He conceded that 
the Économistes were ‘too much affected by systematic notions’ 
and technical jargon, and he criticised their arguments for an 
absolute executive power.22 However, Stewart praised them for 
having shown that the social order was the result of ‘the wisdom of 
Nature, & not of Human contrivance’ and for redirecting the task 
of the politician.23 Instead of managing the different parts of the 
social machine, the legislator was to protect the rights of individ-
uals and to remove the obstacles that prevented society’s progress.

Stewart also admired the methodological approach of the 
Économistes. Their system, he stressed, relied on a broader and 
more reliable basis than any other kind of political speculation. 
The evidence they relied on was not confined to examples from 
a few states or to men solely in their political capacity but was 
derived from ‘those laws of human nature, & maxims of common 
sense, which every day’s experience verifies’.24 This passage is the 
only instance in the entire course in which Stewart used the term 
‘common sense’. He was in general hesitant to apply the label 
common sense to his philosophy, although he clearly used this 
Scottish method to determine the laws of nature. In the writings 
of the Économistes, Stewart found a methodological approach and 
an account of society that allowed for gradual betterment without 
giving way to revolution and that used a natural social order as 
directive guide for legislative action. He could use Quesnay and 
his followers as allies in his fight against the significant threat that 
William Godwin posed.

Between his outline of the origin and principles of the new 
science and the discussion of political economy proper, Stewart 
inserted lectures on marriage and property in his course on political 
economy. He explained this decision with the serious attack that 
the ‘late rage of innovation’ had made on a set of laws common 
to all stages of society to which marriage and property belonged.25 
Stewart singled out Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political Justice 
(1793, revised versions in 1795 and 1798) as ‘a work of very 
considerable genius & ability, but abounding in very erroneous 
& dangerous conclusions’.26 In refuting Godwin’s utopia of an 
egalitarian society, Stewart showed, according his student Francis 
Horner, ‘more than usual acuteness’.27 Since scholars commonly 
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agree that Political Justice lost much of its menace when the French 
Revolution became less threatening to the British government in 
the late 1790s,28 the question arises why Stewart, who was gen-
erally placid in temperament, felt the need to vehemently refute 
Godwin’s system at the beginning of his course on political econ-
omy in 1802–3. The reason was that Stewart shared a dangerously 
large number of assumptions with Godwin.

Godwin and Stewart strongly adhered to the idea of human 
perfectibility. Despite their belief in a general procession towards 
a better future, the two philosophers were anxious about the cur-
rent state of Britain, warning that the country was facing an acute 
social crisis brought about by an overemphasis on manufactur-
ing. Both of them considered an increase of knowledge as the 
solution. Such beliefs in the progress of knowledge and concerns 
about social inequality were far from new in the late eighteenth 
century. But Godwin and Stewart went much further than any of 
their predecessors in the urgency they lent to the issue of poverty 
and in their conviction that mankind was progressing towards a 
better future. However, this measure of consensus between them 
and their shared aims made it all the more necessary for Stewart 
to distance himself decisively from Godwin’s utopian radicalism.

In Political Justice, Godwin claimed that Britain’s current mis-
erable state was directly attributable to its corrupted political 
institutions. An overemphasis on the manufacturing of luxury 
goods had led to a situation where ‘the inequality of property 
has arisen to an alarming height’.29 An idle, insolent and rich 
aristocracy oppressed the lower ranks, keeping them ignorant 
and impoverished. According to Godwin, the human mind was 
shaped by its perceptions and sensations. By pressing men ‘to seek 
the public welfare, not in innovation and improvement, but in a 
timid reverence for the decision of our ancestors’, governments 
held a perfectible humanity back from progressing and realising 
their full potential of happiness.30 History entailed no valuable 
information, no lessons for the present, no authority. It amounted 
to ‘little else than the history of crimes’ which had helped main-
tain unjust political institutions.31 The new science of politics, to 
which Political Justice was meant to contribute, by contrast, ‘may 
be reduced to this one head, calculation of the future’.32 
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Change for the better, Godwin emphasised, could be effected 
only by truth. Truth was all-powerful and, if studied and dis-
seminated, would do the work by itself. Echoing the tradition of 
Rational Dissent, he explained that truth was to be found in moral 
principles that could be discovered through philosophy, introspec-
tion and individual judgement. Godwin took up Paine’s distinc-
tion and argued that society was properly founded on principles 
of justice, defined as everything that was done for the benefit of 
the whole, whereas government upheld the interest of the few. 
The established system of property was the worst of all evils to be 
maintained by government. Currently, the great mass of mankind 
was labouring hard yet remained utterly poor while a small group 
of idle but rich men held all political power and made laws to 
preserve their own position. According to Godwin’s principles of 
justice, however, if a man possessed more than he strictly needed 
to lead a moderate life, he was obliged to employ it for the increase 
of liberty, knowledge and virtue: 

Every man is entitled, as far as the general stock will suffice, 
not only to the means of being, but of well being. It is unjust, if 
one man labour to the destruction of his health or his life, that 
another man may abound in luxuries.33

This entitlement was a moral prescription, not a legal right 
founded in positive law. It was therefore not the task of the gov-
ernment to coerce the rich to support the poor through laws, 
indeed, this would itself be an exercise of governmental injustice. 
Rather, it was everybody’s personal duty to exercise their private 
judgement and to grant relief if it benefited society as a whole.34

Despite this dire analysis of the present, Godwin promised a 
bright future. Since ‘all government is founded in opinion’, knowl-
edge about men’s true interests would bring about change for the 
better.35 He stressed that the most powerful tool to discover and 
spread the truth was learning, particularly in the form of conver-
sation. National education, by contrast, was counterproductive to 
the spread of knowledge; it only supported national governments 
in rendering injurious opinions permanent.36 Study, reflection and 
instruction were not meant for everybody, only for ‘a few favoured 
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minds’ who should aim at informing, not inflaming, the people.37 
In a typically contradictory move, however, Godwin argued for 
general literacy that would have revolutionary effects. ‘To make 
men serfs and villains it is indispensably necessary to make 
them brutes.’38 If the lower ranks would be enabled to read and 
write, the power of the aristocracy would be at an end. Although 
Godwin claimed that violence was ineffective in bringing about 
revolution and loathed the rule of the mob, he advocated anarchy 
as a short, violent means to free people from their prejudices and 
to overcome despotic governments. In Godwin’s account, and 
despite his rejection of historical lessons, anarchy seemed to be a 
regular transition mechanism that had occurred ‘in the history of 
almost every country’ and had great potential, if done at the right 
moment of society’s development, to bring about the best form of 
human association.39 

The English utopian predicted a post-political and post-
economic future society. There would be no private property, 
social rank or government, and consequently neither poverty nor 
war. Individuals would be freed from all forms of coercion and 
cooperation, including marriage, ‘the worst of all properties’.40 
The pernicious division of labour of civilised nations would be 
replaced by an ‘extensive composition of labour’; everyone would 
perform the tasks they were most skilled for or work in agriculture 
for half an hour per day and spend the rest of the day benevolently 
contributing to the public good.41 Eventually, mind would over-
come matter, making sleep and procreation unnecessary and erad-
icating illness and death. Godwin dared predict that this future 
state of humanity would be realised ‘at no great distance’. Some 
people currently alive would be able to experience it.42

Stewart was faced with a difficult task. He needed to show that 
change for the better was possible but that the realisation of pro-
gress neither depended on Physiocratic legal despotism nor led to 
Godwinian egalitarianism and anarchy. Stewart’s philosophy was, 
like Godwin’s, oriented towards the future and aimed to ‘illus-
trate that theoretical perfection to which human Society must 
gradually tend, if not arrested in its progress by the imperfections 
of positive Institutions’.43 Stewart stressed that the experience 
of human history and global expansion showed that society was 
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constantly changing. Improvements in knowledge, discoveries 
and technical innovation were the forces driving progress. The 
advances in the art of navigation, for example, made the discovery 
of the new worlds possible, ushering in ‘a new Æra in the history 
of the Species’.44 As a result of the invention of the printing press, 
the introduction of bills of exchange and the evolution of public 
credit, modern societies differed fundamentally from their ancient 
predecessors. The break between the past and the present was 
decisive. Consequently, historical policies became inapplicable to 
modern circumstances and history lost the theoretical function it 
had for the Enlightenment science of legislation.45

For Hume and Smith, the past had been intimately connected 
with the present and they seldom ventured to predict the future. 
Political prophesying was, in the words of Hume, ‘a violent prej-
udice against almost every science’.46 On the few occasions that 
Hume and Smith dared make statements about the possible future, 
they did so to warn Britain about the dire consequences that the 
current politics of warmongering and public borrowing would have. 
The most that could be expected from the advocated changes was 
the avoidance of ruin.47 Stewart, by contrast, firmly adhered to the 
belief that human actions could shape the future and that man-
kind was progressing towards perfection. Although not so obvi-
ously utopian, this piecemeal perfectibilism placed Stewart much 
closer to Godwin than to the Scottish Enlightenment.48

Unlike Godwin, Stewart did not provide a detailed account 
of what the future he envisioned might look like, but it is clear 
that there was a limiting factor for human progress according to 
his account, namely, the natural order. The change needed to 
realise this natural order, Stewart emphasised over and over again, 
needed to be gradual and free. Legislation could not force society 
to change or, for example, population to grow. The main task of 
the politician was to adapt political institutions and to remove 
obstacles, allowing the natural order to manifest itself. ‘The pro-
gress of Human Reason’, Stewart was convinced, ‘will gradually 
rectify the imperfections of legal regulations, & in this, as in other 
instances, restore by degrees the more simple & beautiful arrange-
ments of nature’.49 Commerce, including the trade in corn, would 
be free, monopolies would be abolished, and agriculture liberated 
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from the remnants of feudalism. As a consequence, the human 
character would be enabled to develop to its full potential and 
happiness obtained.

Where Stewart sharply disagreed with Godwin was over the 
question whether the fundamental laws of human nature could 
be changed. The prime examples were marriage and property, 
two themes prominent in traditional natural jurisprudence. In 
contrast to Godwin, Stewart claimed that marriage resulted from 
the unchangeable physical condition of the human species. Since 
mothers were not capable of nursing their dependent babies at the 
same time as providing for all other needs, they had to have 
the aid of men. Relationships had to be monogamous because of 
the natural balance between the sexes, a physico-theological argu-
ment that was given new strength by demographical statistics.50 
Property, defined as the right of exclusive possession and transfer, 
similarly, was a condition of nature. For humans to subsist, they 
needed to labour. Stewart grounded the right to property acquired 
by labour not in a contract or a convention but in a ‘natural sen-
timent’ that was ‘engraven on the heart of every Man’.51 Stewart 
ended his lecture on the issue with a strong warning: 

To the freedom from Restraint in the employment of property, 
Great Britain owes all her Wealth & Prosperity. All restraint 
in this respect is a deduction from the general mass of Wealth. 
The opinions held lately by some great Law Characters, that it 
is the first duty of government to provide food for the People by 
compelling the Farmer to bring his produce to Market would if 
fully acted on shake all rights of Property to their foundations, 
& lead, in their result, to all the consequences of Mr. Godwin’s 
System.52

Providing for the poor was a question of justice that was of the 
utmost importance for political economy and for contemporary 
Britons. Stewart argued that neither the government nor the indi-
vidual was best able to administer justice; it was properly a matter 
for the community. The model was provided by Scotland. Aware 
that several of his students were English, Stewart gave a historical 
outline of both the English and the Scottish systems of poor relief. 
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Referring to Smith, Stewart identified the effect that the estab-
lished system of compulsory provision for the poor through par-
ishes had on the prices of labour as ‘the greatest defect in English 
Jurisprudence’.53 The complicated regulations of the English poor 
laws were not only directly opposed to the simple arrangement 
of nature, but they were also highly expensive and ineffective. 
Stewart explained that the English poor laws established ‘a sort of 
community of goods, by taking from the deserving to bestow on 
the worthless’. They made the idle and profligate imprudent and 
multiplied ‘Inhabitants who are a pest and a burthen to the State’ 
while checking the increase of the industrious middle classes 
‘whose morals and whose habits are the surest foundations of its 
strength’.54

Poor relief in Scotland provided a wise contrast since it relied 
on the active humanity of individuals as members of society. 
Stewart gave a fairly accurate description of the system in place in 
Lowland Scotland that was based on kirk parishes rather than on 
local government. Although laws imposing a uniform rate were set 
up under James VI and Charles II as a copy of the English poor leg-
islation, they were never carried into effect. Instead, local commu-
nities collected charitable contributions at church doors, imposed 
fines on immoral behaviour and levied contributions from the 
heritors (landowners), who assessed themselves. To ensure the 
prevention of fraud, the poor were inscribed on a roll and con-
ferred all their property to assessors. The salaries of the treasurer 
of the Kirk session and the parish schoolmaster, who acted as 
secretary, amounted to £2 per year and were the only expenses for 
the community. This was ‘an instance of frugality & integrity in 
the management of a public concern absolutely without example 
in the history of Europe’55 and made the Scottish peasants into an 
exemplar of industry and morality. 

In addition to the physical well-being of the lower orders, 
Stewart made political economy responsible for their happiness. 
He argued that the division of labour was necessitated by human 
nature and that it consolidated the social union by making the 
various members useful to each other. An extreme subdivision 
of labour, however, narrowed man’s attention and depressed his 
faculties. Referring to Ferguson, Stewart exclaimed, ‘To obviate 



48	 lina weber

this effect is, in the present state of things, one of the most impor-
tant Problems of Political Economy. A well regulated System of 
National Education seems to be the only effectual remedy.’56 The 
aim was not, as for Ferguson, to inculcate civic virtue but reason 
and prudence. Here, again, Scotland provided the model. Stewart 
explained that a cooperation of local heritors and the kirk made 
a basic education more accessible in Scotland than in any other 
European country. Even members of the lower classes were pro-
vided with a basic knowledge of writing, Latin, arithmetic and 
mechanics. 

For Stewart, education was the key to effecting change for 
the better and to unlocking mankind’s true potential. He was 
convinced that knowledge and instruction would prevent the 
poor from adopting pernicious habits, such as spending money on 
tea in an imitation of their superiors instead of on food, and from 
committing crime. Although Smith too had considered education 
as the most appropriate remedy for the numbing effects that the 
division of labour had on the human mind, Stewart’s confidence in 
the power of knowledge to facilitate progress went much further:

For my own part I am convinced that it is from the mistaken 
prejudices & speculative errors of Mankind that all their miser-
ies take their rise; and that every increase of knowledge, by less 
diminishing the effects of these, will add both to their virtue & 
happiness.57

Although Stewart claimed that an increase in knowledge would 
force political institutions to adapt to the new social forces, he did 
not share Godwin’s belief that educating the lower orders would 
lead to revolution. To the contrary, a more comprehensive edu-
cation would consolidate the social union and enable society to 
move closer towards harmonious perfection.

By introducing a course dedicated to political economy Dugald 
Stewart made a significant contribution to the formation of a new 
science. Its scope, method of enquiry and practical significance set 
the body of knowledge that Stewart identified as political economy 
clearly apart from the Enlightenment science of legislation. Given 
the prevailing suspicion in 1790s Britain that political economy 
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had contributed to the French Revolution, this was a courageous 
and radical step. However, the inclusion of the issues of marriage 
and property, which had been taught as part of natural law, serves 
as a stark reminder that political economy was just starting to 
achieve coherence as a distinct science. The border with moral 
philosophy, in particular, was still permeable.

That a major philosopher of international standing chose to 
start the first lecture course on political economy by engaging 
with Godwin shows that the threat radical utopianism posed to 
British debate was not over by 1800. Godwin’s ideas continued 
to be taken seriously and their influence needed to be restricted. 
This was particularly the case for Stewart, who shared Godwin’s 
assessment of the current state of Britain and his belief in perfect-
ibility. Although his criticism was serious, it remained philosophi-
cal. Personally, Stewart and Godwin seemed to have been on good 
terms.58

The new emphasis that Stewart put on poor relief, education 
and gradual reform proved highly influential in the early nine-
teenth century. His conception of political economy as a sci-
ence that provided the tools to increase the human capability of 
understanding and shaping social and political mechanisms was 
appealing to men, as well as women, who had become increasingly 
polarised over politics.59 Scotland’s community-based administra-
tion of justice in the form of poor relief and the basic education 
that Stewart upheld as exemplary became widely praised. Malthus, 
in the second edition of his Essay on the Principles of Population, 
lauded the ‘quiet and peaceable habits of the instructed Scotch 
peasant’ and the beneficial effect that the Scottish system of poor 
relief and education had on the national character.60 It was the 
seemingly realistic promise of a happier world without poverty, 
fanaticism or revolution that made Stewart’s political economy so 
attractive for Britons in the early nineteenth century.
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The French Revolution and the 
Transformation of Moderatism:  

The Silence of the Scribes

John S. Warren 

Silences confound the historian. Bob Harris, in his reassessment 
of Scotland during the French Revolution, surveys the curious 
absence that enveloped Scotland’s mid-1790s political repres-
sion like an invisibility cloak: Scottish artisan radicalism existed, 
but was ‘rarely accessible to the historian’s scrutiny’.1 Not only 
was the noise of protest stilled; the liberalism of the Moderate 
Enlightenment also fell mute. The coming of the French 
Revolution marked a major fissure in the history of the dominant 
Moderate Party in the Kirk.

At the zenith of the Scottish Enlightenment in the early 1760s 
the 3rd Earl of Bute – a man of science and learning – controlled 
political patronage in Scotland’s institutions. At the apex of his 
system were the University Principals of Edinburgh and Glasgow.2 
His choice to replace John Gowdie as Principal of Edinburgh 
University in 1762 was William Robertson (1721–93): in Bute’s 
words to his political fixer Baron Mure, ‘From the minute I first 
fixed on him for our great undertaking, I determined to assist 
him in obtaining the Principal’s chair in Edinburgh or Glasgow.’3 
Robertson went on to lead both the University of Edinburgh 
and an enlightened Moderate establishment in the Church of 
Scotland that favoured free enquiry and the cultural leadership of 
a learned clergy.

Robertson circumvented traditionalist resistance to Moderatism 
by guiding recalcitrants toward acceptance, submission or seces-
sion, not least by intruding new, Moderate ministers into hitherto 
traditionalist congregations. In the Inverkeithing patronage case 
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(1752), which established his reputation as a kirkman, Robertson 
made the revealing statement that ‘there can be no society where 
there is no subordination’.4 By the time of the Schism Overture 
1765–6, Robertson was tacitly encouraging secession, which 
removed dissident voices from the Kirk.5 Moreover, the growing 
influence of Moderatism drove out powerful and articulate oppo-
nents, such as the talented anti-Moderate satirist, the Reverend 
John Witherspoon (1723–94) who left Scotland in 1768 for the 
presidency of the Presbyterian college at Princeton in New Jersey.

There is a tendency for historians to see the differences between 
traditionalists and Moderates as representing stark divisions: tradi-
tionalists devout yet politically liberal, the Moderates tolerant of 
both patronage and intellectual deviation.6 Ian Clark, however, 
notices the inner contradictions in Moderatism, while Laurence 
Whitley, like David Allan, sees that ‘the Evangelical wing of 
the Kirk and the Moderates was less polarised than has some-
times been thought’.7 Secession prospered and contradictions 
flourished, which would in the long run enable post-Disruption 
Evangelicals in the later nineteenth century to rewrite the history 
of Moderatism as one of failure.8 

The major source of division was the law of patronage, and 
the tensions which flared up between congregations and patrons 
(typically landowners or the Crown) in the appointment of minis-
ters, but were complicated by the operation of a hierarchy of Kirk 
courts and the mechanics of Kirk finance.9 Congregations did not 
pay the teinds, which fell rather on heritors or landowners.10 The 
teinds financed the stipends and manses on which the church min-
istry and mission depended.11 Yet while the non-heritor members 
of the congregation did not pay for minister, church, or manse, 
they demanded the right to choose the presentee.12 Tensions in 
the Kirk were complex, involving matters of funding, as well as of 
doctrine and judicature. 

Robertson maintained a delicate balancing act driven by the 
needs of a Kirk establishment co-extensive with the state, yet 
autonomous from it. He was happy enough to see the diehards of 
the original reactionary Secession kept outside from the Kirk.13 
But his stance shifted when dealing with the second Secession. 
Thomas Gillespie (1708–74), deposed in the 1752 Inverkeithing 
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case, set up the Secessionist Presbytery for Relief in 1761.14 
The Relief Church however was not intended to be schismatic, 
and Gillespie avoided association with the churches of the first 
Secession.15 In this instance, it was Robertson who took the side of 
Presbyterian orthodoxy. Kenneth Roxburgh identifies Robertson’s 
criticism of Gillespie’s deposition and indiscipline as expressive of 
‘a very real concern over the danger of Independency within the 
Church of Scotland’.16 

Notwithstanding his position of leadership in enlightened 
Scotland, Robertson remained a remarkably staunch, orthodox 
representative of Presbyterian establishment and its hierarchy of 
judicatures. Yet Robertson’s beliefs, and indeed Moderate theology 
more generally, as I. D. L. Clark notes, remained elusive.17 As a 
result, historians have found it a slippery task to discover the inner 
Moderate faith. Thus Clark, Richard Sher and Colin Kidd have 
interrogated Moderate theology largely by way of Moderatism’s 
wider intellectual contexts than from anything clinching or deci-
sive in Moderate theology itself. For Kidd the Moderates’ ‘sta-
dialist detachment from the Reformation sat comfortably with 
an acute sense of Protestant superiority’.18 Moderates considered 
themselves no more footloose regarding the Confession of Faith 
than traditionalists, but more respectful, Christian Stoics indeed, 
in their conformity to established doctrine and church polity.19 

More recently, Thomas Ahnert has overturned the received 
assumption that the Moderates – as the party of Enlightenment 
in the Church of Scotland – flirted with natural theology, while 
their orthodox opponents in the Popular or Evangelical Party of 
the Kirk were so thirled to Calvinist views regarding the imper-
fections of human reason, that they, conversely, had little truck 
with anything that smacked of natural religion. Scholars have, it 
transpires, got this entirely the wrong way round. Rather it was 
the Moderates who tended to emphasise the limitations of natural 
knowledge and to stress that philosophy on its own was an inade-
quate substitute for divine revelation, whereas the orthodox mem-
bers of the Popular Party were committed to upholding a form of 
natural theology. These differences surfaced in the 1750s when 
the newly formed Moderate grouping attempted to thwart the 
attempts of the orthodox to prosecute the leading Enlightenment 
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philosophers David Hume and Lord Kames for heresy. According 
to Ahnert, Hume and Kames were denounced by the orthodox in 
the 1750s not for their adherence to natural religion but for their 
sceptical interrogation of the natural theology which was such 
an important adjunct to the orthodox Calvinist theology of the 
Kirk.20

Doctrine as such was never a central preoccupation of moderate 
clerics. Subscription to the Confession of Faith, indeed, became a 
matter of disguised equivocation; often discreetly circumvented, 
but never wholly or openly repudiated (though it is worth point-
ing out that qualified subscription had deeper pre-Moderate 
roots, nor was it confined exclusively to that party in the Kirk).21 
Notwithstanding the ritual fencing between Evangelical and 
Moderate over patronage and the Confession, we should be aware 
that such divisions between church parties disguised the ways that 
lay politicians exploited church appointments and ecclesiastical 
differences for their own temporal ends. 

Robertson’s Moderate policy thus had its limits, and a problem-
atic shelf life. By 1780 circumstances had changed, sufficient for 
Robertson to see serious difficulties ahead for his well-established, 
smooth, self-regulating church administration. In 1778 William 
Robertson and the ‘coming man’ in British politics, Henry Dundas 
(1742–1811), the MP for Midlothian, ensured the appointment of 
Robertson’s son William over the Foxite Whig Henry Erskine, for 
the legal post of procurator.22 But otherwise Dundas was not quite 
to Robertson’s fastidiously genteel taste. Moreover, Dundas was 
the harbinger of new Erastian pressures which threatened the oper-
ational autonomy of Robertson’s delicate Moderate machine.23 
Whereas Robertsonian Moderatism envisaged a strengthened 
Kirk liberated from temporal politics, Dundas aimed to absorb the 
Kirk within his own political network.24 

Unpropitious circumstances happened to coincide with a furi-
ous personality clash. The radical Whig historian Gilbert Stuart 
(1743–86), who believed Robertson’s influence over university 
patronage had denied him the chairs of public law and univer-
sal civil history at Edinburgh, conducted personal attacks on 
Robertson in print, casting aspersions against his character, and 
exploiting Robertson’s controversial support for Catholic relief.25 
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Robertson’s son William became embroiled in his father’s predica-
ment, eventually fighting a duel – albeit ritualised – with Stuart.26 
Robertson also found himself in conflict with the pro-American 
Revolution radical Whig, David Erskine, Earl of Buchan (1742–
1829), elder brother of Henry Erskine and Thomas Erskine 
(1750–1823), over the Society of Antiquaries. These events 
were compounded by Robertson’s difficulties over Catholic relief 
(1779–80) amid anti-Catholic riots, including threats to his own 
home.27 In the sudden eruption of popular violence and the hostil-
ity of influential interests, Robertson’s impeccable political insight 
deserted him. Catholic relief was not simply a sign of enlightened 
tolerance in Scotland, but exposed a furtive political-military bar-
gain; a specific consequence of the American Revolution and the 
military disaster at Saratoga in 1777.28 

Roman Catholic relief became enmeshed with a discreet agenda 
to promote Catholic recruitment in Scotland to fight Britain’s 
colonial war in America; but it pitched Scottish political inter-
ests into dangerous conflict.29 Unfortunately, this military factor 
opened the door on a world Robertson did not understand well; the 
British armed forces, in which Scotland’s elite were significantly 
over-represented, to which they were personally committed and 
possessed serious interests.30 Robertson opposed American inde-
pendence, but this was treacherous political quicksand. Supporters 
of the war were committed to army recruitment in Scotland; 
indeed were actively pursuing recruitment for rank, rewarding the 
quasi-feudal influence Scots landowners possessed over their ten-
ants and communities: but the implication that Roman Catholics 
were clandestinely being recruited to fight Protestants in America 
proved disastrous when discovered, exposing volatile political and 
religious tensions.31 For Donovan, Catholic military recruitment 
delivered the death blow to Roman Catholic relief in Scotland: 
the law was passed in England, but only with the provision that 
it did not apply in Scotland, through powerful political pressure 
from elite Scottish interests.32 Rarely had Robertson found him-
self so unexpectedly exposed. Dundas deftly avoided the fallout, 
but the alarming and unexpected turn in politics led the fading 
Robertson to resign, with suddenness, to a future in Scotland of 
rancour, and worse, that he no longer quite understood or could 
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master.33 His Moderate administration of the Kirk devolved to 
Professor George Hill (1750–1819) of St Andrews University, 
an academic theologian and ardent practitioner of nepotism.34 
Hill was closely linked to Henry Dundas, who became Chancellor 
of the University of St Andrews in 1788, the same year that 
Hill became the Professor of Divinity at St Andrews. In 1791 Hill 
became Principal of St Mary’s College in a university dominated 
by the Hill-Dundas nexus. The two men worked in tandem, both 
locally and nationally. The post-Robertson Moderate Party was an 
engine of nepotism, connections and conservatism. This second 
generation Moderatism was to be very different in character from 
its forebear.

Such differences were further compounded by the trauma of the 
French Revolution. This was because the response of the British 
government to the French Revolution, was to crush all signs of rad-
icalism, as harbingers of revolution, anarchy and barbarism. Even 
Foxite Whiggism – though at some remove from radical politics – 
was tarred by association. As Jim Smyth and Alan McKinlay note, 
the Foxites ‘were not republicans, but, nonetheless, they were 
included in this all-out assault’.35 The reactionary trend would 
culminate in the parliamentary suspension of Habeas Corpus and 
the Scottish Act anent Wrongous Imprisonment in May 1794.36 

Henry Dundas not only ‘managed’ Scottish politics, ensuring 
a reliable phalanx of Scottish MPs at Westminster in support 
of William Pitt the Younger, the long-standing and limpet-like 
prime minister since Christmas 1783, but was also a pivotal figure 
in the campaign of repression by way of his role as home secre-
tary. Dundas displayed a deftness in managing his countrymen. 
Possessed of a cold, shrewd, directing mind, Dundas discreetly 
steered the mood of society, encouraging a turn towards loyalism 
and military volunteering, and astutely gauged the strengths of 
the landed interest in their communities. For Cockburn, Dundas 
‘knew the circumstances, and the wants, and the proper bait of 
every countryman worth being attended to’, indeed he was ‘the 
Pharos of Scotland’. Like the warning beacon of a lighthouse 
Dundas’s leadership of Scottish society during the 1790s presaged 
danger as well as potential safety: ‘Who steered upon him was safe; 
who disregarded the light was wrecked.’37 Dundas turned out to be 
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a dangerous, ruthless and highly skilled operator, ultimately indif-
ferent to the fragility of the Enlightenment, which he otherwise 
courted when it suited him. 

Already exposed to the political wiles of the Dundas-Hill 
machine, the Kirk – and the Moderate Party in particular – fell 
into line. In spite of some Moderate sympathy at first with the 
early stages of the French Revolution, which bore some resem-
blance to a cross-Channel version of the 1688 Revolution, the 
Moderates proved staunchly loyal in their support of government 
and its policies of anti-radical repression.38 However, the radical-
ism of Paine’s Rights of Man, the activities of the Friends of the 
People and the British Convention alarmed the douce literati, and 
the ongoing eruptions of violence in the course of the Revolution 
in France induced a fear of the mob. From the early 1790s the 
Kirk followed the lead of government.39 The turn to conservatism 
was evident not only among second-generation Moderates, but 
also among veterans of enlightened Robertson-era Moderatism. 
Alexander Carlyle (1722–1805) articulated the lurid Moderate 
view of a revolutionary mob in his sermon on the death of Lord 
Hailes in 1792: 

following the example so lately set before them by that very 
foreign enemy on whose aid they can only rely, to raise an 
ignorant, an unruly and desperate mob . . . to perpetrate their 
wicked purposes, and through rapine, havoc and blood: to over-
turn religion, law, and the ancient constitution, that, under 
pretence of a free democracy, they may acquire dominion and 
wealth to themselves.40

Loyalist conservatism was not the monopoly preserve of the 
Moderates, but also inflected their Popular/Evangelical Party 
within the Kirk. During the 1770s and 1780s, the Popular/
Evangelical Party had been moving in the direction of a Foxite 
Whig connection. But the French Revolution ‘stifled’ this trend.41 
The Popular Party, like the Moderates, embraced an ideology 
of political conservatism during the 1790s. A broad consensus 
emerged in the Kirk that materialism and atheism were culprits for 
the mayhem in Paris.42
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Crucially, France’s chaotic Revolution disturbed the tranquil-
lity on which a liberal Enlightenment depended.43 During the 
second half of the eighteenth century Moderatism had established 
a place of respected influence for the leaders of the ‘republic 
of letters’. Polite Moderate clerics enjoyed an informal accord 
with Scotland’s landed elite, many of whose members enjoyed 
rights of patronage in the Kirk. Scotland’s clerical literati cul-
tivated an easy, mutually beneficial accommodation with land-
owners: a relationship that gave the Moderates a sense of rank 
and privilege, and bestowed on the landed interest a borrowed 
air of intellectual cultivation and literary taste. But this socially 
conservative tendency had its counterpoint, at least until the 
1780s, in the Moderates’ liberal promotion of free enquiry and 
intellectual liberty. The literati had theorised on the matter of 
society with brilliant insight, novel ideas and liberal good taste, 
testing the limits of difficult subjects and controversial bound-
aries.44 In particular, the Moderates had refined the methods of 
conjectural history and the new social science into the earliest 
form of evolutionary theory, applied to society before its appli-
cation to biology; a socio-historical theory developed by the lite-
rati into evolutionary gradualism. The ferocity of British political 
reaction to the French Revolution changed everything. The lib-
eral Whig Sir James Mackintosh, initially an apologist for the 
French Revolution and close to the Friends of the People, passed 
through an Edinburgh medical education without any sugges-
tion of evolution or transformism disturbing his conventional 
views.45			    

The Moderates’ abrupt abandonment of notions of political 
evolution was articulated by another veteran Moderate minister, 
Thomas Somerville (1740–1830): 

At the commencement of the French Revolution I had too 
precipitately expressed my wishes for its success, and hailed it 
as the dawn of a glorious day of universal liberty and happiness; 
nor were my sentiments changed by Mr. Burke’s eloquent pub-
lication, which, when I first read it, appeared to me to contain 
the ranting declamations of aristocratic pride and exuberant 
genius.
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However, Somerville went on, ‘The atrocities committed in 
Paris  in August and September 1792 opened my eyes . . . The 
very existence of civil society was in danger.’46 The Moderates’ 
initial indulgence of the French Revolution, an event embraced 
at first even by William Robertson, vanished overnight.47 Pocock 
has seen Dugald Stewart’s career thereafter as a series of retreats 
from Hume; and Stewart’s philosophical disciple Sir James 
Mackintosh, who trenchantly rebutted Burke on the French 
Revolution in Vindiciae Gallicae (1791), compromised with Burke 
after observing the disorders of the French Revolution at first 
hand in 1792.48 

Dundas calculatedly conducted a coordinated policy with 
London to overwhelm radicalism wherever it might arise, through 
arrest and trial for alleged revolutionary conspiracies, with dra-
conian punishments. Lord Cockburn, no impartial spectator of 
course, understood what was being unleashed by the government 
and courts: 

these trials, however, sunk deep not merely into the popular 
mind, but into the minds of all men who thought. It was by 
these proceedings, more than by any other wrong, that the 
spirit of discontent justified itself throughout the rest of that 
age. It was to them that peaceful reformers appealed for the 
practical answer to those, who pretended to uphold our whole 
Scotch system as needing no change.49

Cockburn went on to describe the oppressive, claustrophobic 
nature of a society so constructed: ‘There was then in this country 
no popular representation, no emancipated burghs, no effective 
rival of the Established Church, no independent press, no free 
public meetings.’50

Nevertheless, the Lord Justice-Clerk, Lord Braxfield, who 
played a central role in the trials of Scots radicals for sedition in 
1793, utterly lacked Dundas’s sleight of hand, and proved a pro-
vocative and distracting presence in the courtroom. In his final 
jury summation at the trial of Thomas Muir, Braxfield unwisely 
spelled out the nature of unreformed, undemocratic British lib-
eralism: ‘A government in every country should be just like a 
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corporation; and, in this country, it is made up of the landed 
interest, which alone has a right to be represented; as for the 
rabble, who have nothing but personal property what hold has 
the nation of them?’51 By the way, this was also to unmask the 
far-from-democratic credentials of Scotland’s otherwise liberal 
Enlightenment. The Moderate literati of eighteenth-century 
Scotland had never subscribed to democratic ideals.52 Moderate 
liberalism arrived via political economy, judged more suited to 
advancing liberty and distributive justice than the intoxicating 
claims of democracy: civil liberty was guided by the invisible hand 
of economic freedom and trade.53 But Braxfield’s outspokenness 
also presented a more immediate problem for Dundas.

There were alternatives. Henry Dundas and his nephew Robert 
Dundas, the Lord Advocate, were in no doubt that the imported 
Treason Act of 1709 was problematic; it was foreign to Scots 
law, ill-regarded, and ill-understood by Scots lawyers. So in May 
1794 Dundas commissioned John Bruce (1744–1826), a former 
Professor of Logic at Edinburgh, to conduct an investigation and 
report on the practices and procedures of historic treason trials.54 
In the wake of the Pike Plot Dundas resorted to the Special 
Commission of Oyer and Terminer, last used in the 1715 and 
1745 risings, for the cases of Robert Watt and David Downie, 
who were charged under the 1709 Treason Act.55 Dundas wanted 
assured success; which led to the adoption of English judicial pro-
cess and a jury of twelve, as well as diminishing the role of the 
notorious Braxfield who sat on the Commission as merely one 
judge on a panel of nine.56 In the Watt trial the Lord President, 
Ilay Campbell, declared that Scotland had not just adopted the 
English treason statute, but ‹the whole body of writing’ – in effect, 
English law lock, stock and barrel.57

The striking feature of the Pike Plot in 1794 was the ready-
made convenience of the guilty, more than the quaintly old-
fashioned pikes supposedly ushering in violent revolution. In the 
ensuing case, the government sought to deliver a calculated public 
message of cold terror in a disturbingly elaborate public produc-
tion, of traitors dramatically brought to book: an excuse for shock 
therapy which might underscore policy through retributive state 
theatre. In the trial of Robert Watt, Barrell discovers the rewriting 



64	 john s .  warren

of the feudal law of treason as a ‘modern’ treason; a ‘treason of 
the hour’ in the prosecutor Anstruther’s case; redefining ‘what it 
was to “depose” a king’ and made almost any hotheaded distur-
bance a planned assault on the king’s person, and the king, still 
on the throne, and with all his resources intact, as effectively or 
‘figuratively’ deposed.58 Watt’s ‘plot’, though nobody ever quite 
established that it really existed, was sufficient to warrant convic-
tion for his possession, in Barrell’s words ‘for imagining something 
that had never entered his imagination’: exploiting the possibili-
ties of the antiquated Anglo-Norman word ‘imaginer’ in Edward 
III’s 1351 Treason Act.59 Anstruther had stretched the limits of 
the treason law beyond the precedents understood by the leading 
English commentators.

Watt and Downie’s trials for treason proved to be the only ones 
of the period that sentenced the accused to death, though Downie 
was eventually reprieved. In spite of Dundas’s quasi-reformist legal 
sophistry, the outcome of the trial was scarcely unexpected. The 
changes retained the inescapable authority of sovereign, lethal 
retribution; with death now hygienically delivered before disem-
bowelling, in a refined demonstration of mature, late eighteenth-
century civility.60 The Edinburgh execution of Watt was planned 
as a state spectacle – cold in its ominous ceremony, implacable in 
its outcome: 

Two Chief Constables of the shire of Edinburgh, in black, with 
batons, two county constables with batons. The Sheriff-Depute 
and Sheriff-Substitute, dressed in black, with white gloves and 
white rods. Six county constables, two and two, with batons, 
the hurdle painted black (drawn by a white horse), in which 
were seated the executioner dressed in black, with the axe in 
his hand

and a supporting cast of a few dozen under-constables and two 
hundred members of the Argyllshire Fencibles.61 The macabre 
execution of Watt reached its powerful climax when the trai-
tor’s severed head was held up to the crowd by the executioner, 
declaring, ‘This is the head of a traitor.’62 The authorities meant 
business, and the crowd attending the spectacle was duly shaken: 
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When the platform dropped, little agitation was perceptible 
amongst the spectators . . . But the appearance of the axe, a 
sight to which they were totally unaccustomed, produced a 
shock instantaneous as electricity; and when it was uplifted, 
such a general shriek or shout of horror burst forth, as made 
the executioner delay his blow, while numbers rushed off in all 
directions to avoid the sight.63 

The coup de théâtre had its intended effect: radicals were cowed, 
Moderates of a liberal persuasion fell silent.64

The anti-Revolutionary reaction of the 1790s silenced the 
Moderate Enlightenment. Moreover, a combination of exter-
nal political pressures and internal changes in the character of 
Moderatism effected a major transformation in its attitude to 
Scotland’s Enlightenment legacy. Post-Robertson Moderatism 
was an empty shell. No longer did it represent Enlightenment 
values and tastes, rather it survived in a hollowed-out form as the 
Dundas-Hill network. But when this connection was confronted 
by the threat of the French Revolution it retained no principled 
resolve to defend Enlightenment tenets, and degenerated into an 
arm of counter-revolutionary repression.

A vivid encapsulation of the new order of things was the Leslie 
affair of 1805, when the Moderates mounted an energetic and 
concerted campaign to prevent the appointment of John Leslie to 
the Chair of Mathematics at Edinburgh. The Leslie controversy 
revealed the strange and ironic metamorphosis of Moderatism 
into a force of illiberal conservatism. For now, in a stunning 
‘reversal’65 of their previous positions, it was the Moderates who 
opposed free inquiry and the values of the Enlightenment, and the 
Evangelicals who, at the very least, acquiesced in Leslie’s appoint-
ment to the professoriate. Moderate opposition hinged on the 
notorious footnote xvi of Leslie’s Experimental Enquiry into the 
Nature and Propagation of Heat, which endorsed Hume’s arguments 
about causation. Scandalised that Leslie should align himself so 
publicly with one of the most theologically destructive of Hume’s 
arguments, the Moderates protested, reviving a lapsed claim of 
avisandum, a corporate right of Edinburgh’s clergy to warn the uni-
versity against the appointment of a candidate whose views were 
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heterodox. The Leslie controversy was a reliable index of political 
and cultural change. The Moderates, according to J. B. Morrell, 
had abandoned the cause of ‘intellectual liberty’.66 Indeed, the 
Moderates, transformed by Hill’s leadership and buffeted by the 
pressures of Britain’s anti-Revolutionary reaction to events in 
France, now rejected the very idea of ‘moderation’. Tellingly, 
Charles Bradford Bow describes the second-generation Moderates 
of the Hill-Dundas era as a ‘Counter-Enlightenment movement’.67
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James Mackintosh: The Science of Politics 
after the French Revolution

Richard Whatmore

According to Whig accounts of historical change the 
French Revolution passed a democratic baton from a radical 
Enlightenment to a new era of greater liberty, rights and progress.1 
James Mackintosh (1765–1832) has been a reliable exemplar in 
this strain of historiography, as a liberal archetype and perpet-
ual friend of reform, from his defence of the French Revolution, 
Vindiciæ Gallicæ, to his final speeches supportive of the Reform 
Bill.2 In this chapter Mackintosh’s sense of his own times is 
reconstructed to emphasise the sharp disjunction between the 
Enlightenment era and the period that followed; a disjunction 
which had little to do with positive evaluations of democracy 
and everything to do with adjusting to a world in which expand-
ing commerce became the dominant reason of state. This meant 
that large states, in order to compete with their rivals, priori-
tised the economic domination of weaker states. The example of 
Scotland became significant because this small state appeared to 
have bucked the trend. Mackintosh was a unionist who believed 
in the fundamental importance of Scotland’s former independ-
ence.3 While he supported the Anglo-Scottish model of union 
for Ireland and ultimately for India and Canada, he continued to 
argue that Europeans were failing to address the Enlightenment 
legacy, which, following Burke, he termed the collapse of ‘the 
European commonwealth’. This process had endangered small 
states, and the problem was so acute that Mackintosh held it 
to be impossible thereafter to articulate a convincing liberal 
philosophy. 

Mackintosh and Science of Politics

5. James Mackintosh: The Science of Politics after 
the French Revolution
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In the crisis period of the British constitution in the 1770s 
and 1780s, when the empire appeared to be collapsing and Adam 
Smith labelled the whole a corrupt mercantile system because 
self-interested businessmen and legislators made money at the 
expense of the public good, there was a worry across Scotland 
about the impact upon the Union of 1707.4 For numerous com-
mentators, the Enlightenment era of strategies to prevent wars 
of religion from breaking out anew was replaced by one in which 
international peace was buffeted by the need of states to expand 
their markets; civil peace too was under threat from populations 
seduced by luxury goods, which were held to be corrosive of the 
national mores necessary for the maintenance of states. At the 
Union a bankrupt Scotland gave up its parliament and national 
sovereignty in return for union with a rapidly commercialising 
England. Seventy years later, Scotland was enjoying the benefits 
of urbanisation and expansive trade while successfully retaining its 
distinctive culture, religious establishment and laws. Scots worried 
before and after 1707 that their larger neighbour would take their 
wealth, ruin their culture and subvert their religion.5 But by the 
1770s and 1780s the greater worry was that Scotland would be 
ruined by the collapse of the British constitution through bank-
ruptcy, civil war or military defeat. 

Few philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment, including 
Hume, Smith, Ferguson and Reid, believed that the constitu-
tion was likely to last, as Britain’s rulers were addicted to wars 
for empire. Large markets were the key to commercial success 
and generated revenues for expensive military technology.6 Few 
commentators expected Britain’s version of commercial society 
to be sustainable; the fanatic lust for luxury and power it involved 
seemed like a translation of religious enthusiasms into everyday 
politics. In the maelstrom of concern about renewals and transla-
tions of Reformation-style superstitions, crucial symptoms of the 
scale and extent of the crisis surfaced on the imperial peripheries 
– North America, India, Ireland.7 Treatment of areas deemed to 
be abused by English power showed the character of the whole and 
explained why the rotten structure would crumble.

Opponents of mercantile states waging war for empire had 
long argued that Scotland provided a counter argument to the 
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inevitability of the decline or disappearance of states that could 
not compete militarily or economically with larger rivals. Union 
of the kind achieved in 1707 offered a lifeline to weak states 
facing modern political and economic realities. Equally, the case 
of Scotland could refute assertions that Britain was a typical mer-
cantile polity guided by reason of state. Scotland could favourably 
be compared to Ireland in particular, but also to India and North 
America.8 Different forms of union ultimately modelled on that of 
1707 were recommended for small states across Europe,9 sparking 
marked interest in Scotland and its history.10 The Scottish model 
of union was naturally followed in the case of Ireland in 1800–1, 
and was paraded as an attractive option for small states at the 
Congress of Vienna.

What happened to the figures who followed their Enlightenment 
teachers in accepting that Britain was unlikely to last as a polity? 
Their trajectory underlines the topsy-turvy nature of political 
thought after Enlightenment and the consequential difficulties 
of establishing the new philosophy of liberalism. A key figure 
was Mackintosh. After an education at King’s College Aberdeen, 
Mackintosh moved to Edinburgh to train in medicine. In the mid-
1780s, alongside Benjamin Constant and others who later became 
notable liberals, he attended Dugald Stewart’s lectures on moral 
philosophy. Stewart had succeeded Ferguson in the chair of moral 
philosophy in 1785, and thereafter conceived a teaching pro-
gramme designed to revise the science of the legislator for altered 
circumstances. Reid’s Common Sense philosophy challenged the 
luminaries of the science, Hume and Smith, and Stewart agreed 
with Reid that an excess of scepticism was poisoning national 
culture.11 But irrespective of the philosophical foundation of the 
science, Scottish philosophers tended to view one of the main 
goals of the science as the evaluation of Scotland’s place in a 
modern world of increasingly commercial societies. Mackintosh 
shared this objective and saw ‘the science of politics’ as ‘a grand 
experiment in the improvement of the social order, and the por-
tion of freedom and happiness that can be created by political 
institutions’.12

Having abandoned medicine, Mackintosh left Scotland for 
London in 1787 with the intention of becoming a lawyer. During 
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the Regency Crisis of the late 1780s, Mackintosh sensed that 
Britain was on the edge of revolution.13 When, at the commence-
ment of the French Revolution, Louis XVI and his people appeared 
to come together to create a new nation, Mackintosh saw the ills 
of Britain confirmed. Another prominent critic of contemporary 
Britain, Burke, famously saw things differently. Burke had been in 
the vanguard of those who defended the American Revolution for 
its similarities to England’s Revolution of 1688.14 Burke thought 
the treatment of Ireland and India indicted imperial policy so 
profoundly that existing political relationships could not be main-
tained.15 Yet Burke also argued in Reflections on the Revolution in 
France of November 1790 that events in France were a world away 
from 1688 or 1776.16 Rather, a further species of fanaticism had 
been unleashed, an excessive lust for liberty that was destroying 
the institutions that sustained France as a polity – the church, the 
king and the nobility.17

In the following controversy Mackintosh was lauded as the 
most able Whig voice, and Vindiciæ Gallicæ appeared quickly in 
three editions from April 1791. According to the Glaswegian 
poet Thomas Campbell, significant opponents of Burke such as 
Thomas Paine were ‘deficient in the strategetics of philosophy’ 
while ‘Mackintosh met Burke, perfectly his equal in the tactics 
of moral science’.18 The popularity led to Mackintosh’s acquaint-
ance with Whig magnates sympathetic towards the Revolution.19 
Burke was now an enemy to his long-time mentee Charles James 
Fox. Mackintosh named a son after the radical orator and might 
well have been expected to take Burke’s place. As the Revolution 
became bloodier, the kind of patronage Mackintosh required to 
dedicate himself to the radical Whig cause was not forthcoming. 
Rather, he was called to the English bar in 1795.20

Mackintosh was reconciled with Burke before the latter’s death 
in 1797. Some have seen this as a key moment in Mackintosh’s 
life as he gave up revolutionism for Burke’s patriotism and moder-
ate reform. William Godwin and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, both 
then friends of liberty, were critical, the latter calling Mackintosh 
a ‘great Dung fly’.21 Godwin asked his former friend why he was 
being described as a ‘savage desolator’ and ‘superficial and most 
mischievous sciolist’.22 In fact, Mackintosh’s conversion was 



74	 richard whatmore

hardly monumental, as Burke immediately perceived. Mackintosh, 
ever obsessed with the fate of weaker nations, came to a differ-
ent conclusion about the crisis tactics most suited to saving such 
states. In this he accepted one of Burke’s major conclusions about 
modern conditions but continued to reject others. Mackintosh 
then set about working out means of defending such states in a 
world marked by fanaticism and unintended consequences, espe-
cially the surprising rise to prominence of Britain as a political 
model for Europe. 

The Vindiciæ held that the French Revolution had been caused 
by a variant of Smithian mercantile systems: corrupt cabals to 
self-interested ends, in the church, at court and among the aris-
tocracy. Feudal barbarism characterised French manners under 
the Old Regime.23 There was a parallel with the state of Scotland 
and its feudal landowning class, but that was healthily being 
eroded by the progress of commerce. Yet France, unlike Scotland 
and England, experienced revolution because all other means of 
reform had failed. Events in France were altogether understanda-
ble: ‘Men will not long dwell in hovels, with the model of a palace 
before their eyes.’24 It was a rebellion against ‘the fate of beggared 
artisans, and famished peasants, the victims of suspended industry, 
and languishing commerce’.25

Furthermore, revolution was a normal means to liberty, and 
the French had learned the tactics of popular revolution from the 
North Americans, who had in their turn followed the English.26 
In each case rebellion and revolution responded to fanaticism 
and enthusiasm in religion, politics and economy. The misery 
of the French people explained the bloodletting. At the time of 
writing, in late 1790 and early 1791, Mackintosh could claim 
that the excesses of the Revolution were minimal compared with 
violence in English, Scottish and French history. Perhaps 20,000 
lives had been lost in France, nothing compared to ‘the slaughter 
that established American freedom or the fruits of the English 
Revolution’.27 Transient evil in conditions of emerging liberty was 
necessary and anarchy likely to be short-lived; despotic govern-
ments, by contrast, might be permanent. To establish liberty, the 
Dutch had experienced almost a century of war, England a civil 
war and the Scots and Irish ceaseless conflict. More recently still 
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the English had faced two rebellions in Scotland, the experience 
of a standing army and a gargantuan public debt because of foreign 
wars.28 

Mackintosh’s greatest challenge was to justify the French 
Revolution as an uprising of a virtuous populace reclaiming its 
rights and uniting to govern itself. Above all, there was no evi-
dence for Burke’s assertion that the Revolution was an organised 
‘conspiracy for the abolition of Christianity’, ‘one of the most 
extravagant chimeras that ever entered the human imagination’.29 
The fact was that ‘whatever excellence, whatever freedom is dis-
coverable in Governments, has been infused into them by the 
shock of a revolution’.30 The French Revolution was in accord-
ance with the principles of politics and the tactics of acquiring 
liberty: ‘[T]he most enlightened politicians have recognized the 
necessity of frequently recalling Governments to their first principles.’ 
This ‘truth’ had been ‘suggested to the penetrating intellect of 
Machiavel, by his experience of the Florentine democracy, and by 
his research into the history of ancient Commonwealths’.31 The 
circumstances of France explained the introduction of a single 
legislative chamber rather than a division of powers between legis-
lative authorities. The latter were presumed to exist in Britain but 
did not in reality because of collusion among the landed interest. 
In fact, ‘Governments of balance and control have never existed 
but in the vision of theorists’ – for example, the deluded Jean-
Louis De Lolme.32 Mackintosh saw much to praise in the French 
Revolution. Primary assemblies, the ‘subordination of elections’, 
were a ‘masterpiece of legislative wisdom’, being ‘as great an 
improvement on representative Government, as representation 
itself was on pure Democracy’.33 Burke’s conclusions and language 
were ‘contemptuous, illiberal, and scurrilous’.34

The most controversial element of Mackintosh’s book con-
cerned Britain. England, he argued, had become free in 1688, 
being ‘the first example in civilized Europe of a Government 
which reconciled a semblance of political, and a large portion of 
civil liberty with stability and peace’.35 In 1688 ‘an asylum for free-
dom of thought which made England the preceptress of the world 
in philosophy and freedom’ was created. This ensured the rise of 
‘the school of sages, who unshackled and emancipated the human 
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mind; from among whom issued the Lockes, the Rousseaus, the 
Turgots, and the Franklins, the immortal band of preceptors and 
benefactors of mankind’. Such figures in turn directed a silent but 
grand ‘moral Revolution, which was in due time to ameliorate the 
social order’.36 Superstition, prejudice and despotism had been 
challenged; ‘progress of opinion’ which led in turn to the events 
in America and France. Ironically, while this was happening, lib-
erty declined in Britain. Britons had not purified ‘the polluted 
fountain’ of constitution and society, in which the landed inter-
est played far too great a role and the powers of the monarch 
were excessive.37 Accordingly, Britain’s constitution was not an 
apt model for France. Indeed, ‘no party in the assembly consid-
ered the English model’, including such purported Anglomanes as 
Jean-Jacques Mounier and Trophime-Gérard, Marquis de Lally-
Tollendal.38 Britain was in a situation similar to pre-revolutionary 
France in that liberty had been lost and needed to be restored.

At this stage Mackintosh was optimistic about the future of 
Europe in general and the small states like Scotland in particular, 
because the French Revolution was part of the diffusion of enlight-
ened manners through society in accordance with the growth 
of commerce. Mackintosh, unlike Smith, had faith in men of 
property and trade as natural reformers, cosmopolitans and lovers 
of liberty. In a key paragraph of Vindiciæ he praised merchants 
rather than landed proprietors, an exact reversal of the popular 
Physiocratic, neo-Harringtonian or Country-party arguments that 
being tied to the soil guaranteed moderation and stability.39

Britain needed a revolution against the Gothic manners and 
notions of chivalry defended in Burke’s paean to aristocracy. 
Such change was due, for ‘society is inevitably progressive’ and 
‘commerce has overthrown that “feudal and chivalrous system” 
under whose shade [aristocracy] first grew’.40 The dominion of the 
landed aristocracy meant that little could be done to ameliorate 
the division between the rich and poor.41 That Britain stood by 
at the dismemberment of liberty in Poland and promoted slav-
ery in Jamaica were consequences of a lingering feudal culture, 
itself overly influenced by antiquity which could not ‘boast one 
philosopher who questioned the justice of servitude, nor with all 
her pretended Public virtue, one philanthropist who deplored the 
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misery of slaves’.42 Mackintosh traced a lineage of right reasoners 
about modern liberty – defenders of the ‘science which teaches 
the rights of man, the eloquence that kindles the spirit of free-
dom’ – from George Buchanan, John Milton, James Harrington, 
Algernon Sidney, Locke, Andrew Fletcher and James Molyneux 
to Richard Price.43

The fulcrum of Mackintosh’s argument was that the French 
Revolution was leading to a pacific Europe in which commerce 
and enlightened manners would ameliorate the evils of the past. 
The French had renounced conquest, so the only source of hostil-
ity between Britain and France lay in the colonies. The latter were 
‘commercially useless and politically ruinous’ and would not last.44 
Wars should therefore cease. Mackintosh rejected Montesquieu’s 
prediction that the growth of armies would turn Europe into an 
armed camp, making civil conflict more likely.45 True, the French 
Revolution had created an enormous army, 150,000 strong, but 
Mackintosh was not worried for this was a citizen army and entirely 
popular.46 Mackintosh had identified the forces capable of putting 
the genie of fanaticism back in its bottle. An era of peace and lib-
erty was to be anticipated and unions like 1707, for commerce and 
security, might become commonplace in such conditions.

When Burke called for a crusade against revolutionary France 
in his successive letters on a regicide peace in 1796, warning 
William Pitt never to relent in the battle against Jacobinism, he 
confessed that he had been wrong in his Reflections.47 Against all 
odds, France had become militarily stronger despite destroying the 
pillars of state. What Burke now identified as republican patriot-
ism masquerading as a religion of universal liberty and rights had 
led the French Republic to defeat its enemies and commence the 
acquisition of territories.48 Although invasion was termed libera-
tion, clearly France was putting an end to Europe’s patchwork of 
principalities and republics and redrawing the map of the conti-
nent in a fashion only dreamt of by Louis XIV. Britain alone had 
the means to challenge the revolutionary Leviathan.49 Whatever 
the cost, including the ruin of Britain, the defeat of France would 
be worthwhile, so dangerous was the threat to the cultures and 
states of the old Europe that Burke, like his friend Edward Gibbon, 
so venerated.50
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In reviewing Burke’s letters in the Monthly Review Mackintosh 
admitted that the Revolution had changed his politics too. The 
rosy anticipation of a peaceful world was gone. Mackintosh no 
longer downplayed the violence or the victims. The French 
Revolution had disturbed the peace of nations, although the inva-
sion of France by Austria and Prussia in 1791 had made things 
worse.51 More war would not lead to peace. Burke was mistaken in 
this. One example was the actions of Catherine the Great ‘and her 
accomplices’ in Poland who ‘perpetrated the greatest crime which 
any modern government has ever committed against another 
nation’ while using the ‘extirpation of Jacobinism’ as a justifica-
tory ruse.52 Although Burke downplayed the danger of despots, 
Mackintosh called Burke brilliant and a friend of liberty, a seer 
and a sage. This led to correspondence and a visit by Mackintosh 
to Beaconsfield after Christmas 1796.

Two things had changed for Mackintosh. Firstly, he no longer 
had faith in revolutionary strategies for improving the world; ‘a 
melancholy experience has undeceived me on many subjects in 
which I was then the dupe of my own enthusiasm’.53 Mackintosh 
later recalled his ‘emotion on the murder of General Dillon, on 
the 10th of August, on the massacre of the prisons, on the death of 
the king’.54 Secondly, Mackintosh admitted to Burke that ‘I can 
with truth affirm that I subscribe to your general principles, and 
am prepared to shed my blood in defence of the laws and constitu-
tion of my country.’55 

This was an important move for Mackintosh. In the circles 
where he moved the question was how England after 1688 had 
gradually succumbed to arbitrary power and economic corruption. 
The weaker elements of the empire, whether Bengal, Ireland or 
Scotland, were threatened by Britain’s decline. Burke had agreed 
with the diagnosis of the ills of Britain in the 1770s and 1780s, 
but unlike Mackintosh in 1791 he refused to see France as a 
state turned successfully from tyranny to liberty and thus as the 
potential model. Burke had faith that the British form of union 
was better prepared to cope with the bleaker and more brutal 
aspects of modern commercial and political conditions, especially 
the destruction of weaker states. In his final years, he intensively 
studied Emer de Vattel’s notion of Europe as a pacific common-
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wealth of nations.56 Burke recognised that the French Revolution 
failed not just because revolutionary governments were closer to 
states of tyranny than liberty, but also because a republican empire 
was being created. States across Europe were being eaten up and 
smaller ones made an endangered species. Burke was fascinated 
by the parallel between the events of the 1790s and the partitions 
of Poland from 1772 which signalled the failure and ultimately 
collapse of any sense of a commonwealth of Europe.57 Mackintosh, 
equally obsessed with the Polish question, came to an identical 
verdict.58 The First French Republic’s foreign policy was a further 
illustration of a deeper Continental malaise.

The events of the Revolution forced Mackintosh towards 
Burke’s conclusion that Europe’s only free state capable of main-
taining itself militarily was Britain. However, Mackintosh had less 
faith than Burke in relying upon Britain to restore old Europe. 
Britain was not a natural defender of other free states, as the 
recent experience of Poland, Corsica, Geneva and the Dutch 
Republic revealed. In fact, Britain itself still had to undergo reform 
as a free polity. Hence Mackintosh could not even now tell Burke 
‘that I can . . . assent to all your opinions on the present politics 
of Europe’. For Burke this meant that Mackintosh’s agreement 
‘does not extend beyond the interior politics of this island; but 
that with regard to France and many other countries he remains 
as frank a Jacobin as ever. This conversion is none at all.’59 Burke 
was right. Mackintosh remained a friend of liberty and the people, 
far closer in his politics to Fox. However, his concern for small 
states far exceeded that of Foxite Whigs. Burke had raised the 
right issue in his regicide peace letters, namely, that the great 
failure of the modern world was the threat towards and the insta-
bility of weak states. But he continued to have too much faith in 
unreformed, illiberal, Britain. Britain had to defend such polities, 
though Burke was mistaken in recommending ceaseless war as a 
legitimate means to such an end. 

It was incumbent upon Mackintosh to propose an international 
system whereby smaller states and weaker peoples were protected 
from the lust for empire and military power of the great. This was a 
central theme of the thirty-nine lectures he gave at Lincoln’s Inn 
between February and June 1799 and repeated January to March 
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1800, the preface to which appeared as A Discourse on the Law 
of Nature and Nations. Praising Burke as a genius, Mackintosh’s 
text was a commentary upon and rejoinder to Burke’s regicide-
peace letters.60 It was undoubtedly Burke that led Mackintosh 
to study Vattel, whom he called an ‘abridger’ of Pufendorf. The 
modern study of the law of nations had been systematised by 
Grotius and corrected by Pufendorf. Tragically the latter’s work 
was now ‘oftener found on the shelf than the desk of the gen-
eral student’.61 Mackintosh’s grand goal was to restore the law 
of nations as a branch of legislative science. To be effective it 
had to encompass ‘the principles of national independence, the 
intercourse of nations in peace’, privileges of ambassadors, the 
commerce of private subjects, just war, neutral powers and ‘limits 
of lawful hostility’.62 Mackintosh hoped that ‘the system of the 
law of nations as it has for the last two centuries existed in Europe’ 
could become a set of laws acceptable to all the major powers, 
giving legal authority to the claims of small states to remain inde-
pendent.63 He placed his faith in what he termed the unanimity 
of the human race with regard to the rules of duty and the fun-
damental principles of morals.64 Europe itself could be purged of 
war because it had become a ‘closer society’ due to similar man-
ners, institutions, religion, languages and the links established by 
commerce.65 The lectures moved from the philosophy of human 
nature and morality via the conjectural and actual history of rude 
and civilised societies to the nature of liberty and the means of 
preserving it.

Mackintosh was, however, silent on the transition from the 
current war of Europe’s empires to a rule-governed, legally estab-
lished pacific harmony of states. He acknowledged that the French 
Revolution was doomed to failure. Attempts to change by vio-
lence ancient habits would always be ineffectual and lead to a 
‘ferocious tyranny’.66 He now called the French Revolution ‘a 
conspiracy against God and man, the chief scourge of the world, 
and the chief stain upon human annals’.67 Mackintosh remained 
unconvinced, however, by Burke’s treatment of Britain’s constitu-
tion. In the lectures he asserted that ‘there is scarcely any subject 
which has been less treated as it deserved than the government of 
England’.68 Mackintosh later admitted that he was unhappy with 
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the lectures because he had been ‘agitated by so many feelings, in 
the year of the conquest of Switzerland’.69 In fact only Burke had 
‘recognised both the malignity and the strength of the revolution’. 

In short, Burke had moved towards Mackintosh’s appreciation of 
the power of events in France just as Mackintosh accepted Burke’s 
view that they were becoming a force for evil, by destroying the 
existing system of states. Burke had ultimately failed because while 
he had ‘wisdom to discover the truth, there was not power, and 
perhaps there was not practical skill, to make that wisdom availa-
ble for the salvation of Europe’.70 Yet Mackintosh had no solution 
either to the problem of collective laws protective of liberty. This 
became clear in his defence of the French royalist Jean Peltier 
for libelling Bonaparte. Here too Britain was praised as free but 
imperfectly free, while imperialist France was accused of destroy-
ing Europe in violation of the law of nations.71 Mackintosh was 
victorious in this case partly because he successfully argued that 
Britain was the state where the true rights of man characterised 
domestic law and where the rights of nations defined international 
policy.72 The Glorious Revolution had created a polity capable of 
combatting enthusiasm and superstition. In the new century, in a 
‘long series of conflicts between the greatest power in the world 
and the only free press now remaining in Europe’, Britain could 
be portrayed as a defender of ‘smaller states . . . devoted . . . to the 
arts of peace, to the cultivation of literature and the improvement 
of reason’.73 Such arguments, more Burkean in tone than the lec-
tures on the law of nations, convinced a British jury but had little 
purchase against the counterargument of Bonaparte’s defenders, 
that Peltier’s call for the assassination of a head of state had to be 
contrary to the law of nations, or such a law was not recognised by 
Britain. Mackintosh’s greatest legal success underlined how little 
progress he had made in his philosophic mission.

Mackintosh focused more upon the predicament of small states 
in the new century. Instead of Burke’s war policy, he looked for 
juridical means whereby Britain could defend fragile polities. 
Yet Mackintosh underlined an ever-more Burkean view of the 
Revolution in the pages of The Edinburgh Review. It had unleashed 
new forms of superstition, especially ‘among the vulgar’, and 
amounted to a ‘system of infidelity’ turned ‘furious and frantic as 
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the atheistical fanaticism of the Reign of Terror’.74 Mackintosh 
hoped that such an era could not last, despite ‘the ignorance of the 
multitude’ and the ‘immature state, even in the highest minds’, of 
appreciation of truth.75 Mackintosh admitted that ‘the extraor-
dinary and unfortunate events of our times have indeed damped 
the sanguine hopes of good men and filled them with doubt and 
fear’.76 The solution was the gradual development of institutions 
backed by people of moderation and wealth. Accordingly, when 
creating the Bombay Literary Society, he recommended the study 
of political economy as having ‘the greatest tendency to promote 
quiet and safe improvement in the general condition of man-
kind; because it shows that improvement is the interest of the 
Government, and that stability is the interest of the people’.77 He 
acknowledged that national insecurity had extinguished ‘hopes of 
improvement’ in the present but progress was to be anticipated in 
the longer term. 

Mackintosh’s near-Godwinian forecast of better times did not 
prevent him from criticising the schemes of fellow liberals. His 
friend Constant attacked Europe’s era of revolution-inspired war 
as ancient barbarism ‘so much at variance with the habits and pur-
suits of civilized, commercial and luxurious nations, that it cannot 
be long-lived in such an age as ours’. This was, said Mackintosh, 
as utopian in 1815 as his own hopes for peace in 1791.78 In fact, 
‘liberty is one of the luxuries which only a few nations seem des-
tined to enjoy – and they for only a short period’.79 Mackintosh 
was sceptical about France’s prospects because the populace had 
become addicted to conquest and war. Constant’s plan for the 
French to adopt a version of Britain’s constitution lacked a foun-
dation in popular manners, and Mackintosh predicted that the 
Bourbon monarchy of Louis XVIII would never return after fleeing 
Paris at the beginning of the Hundred Days.

As Bonaparte’s empire collapsed, a recurring theme for 
Mackintosh was to play down the overall influence of the French 
Revolution in the decline of ‘the commonwealth of Europe’.80 
This had relied upon a balance of power established in earlier 
centuries and had been so successful that ‘no great violation of 
national independence had occurred from the first civilisation of 
the European states till the partition of Poland’.81 Disregarding the 
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questionable accuracy concerning Europe, the notion that it was 
a peaceable union of interlinked powers respecting each other’s 
sovereignty made no sense beyond the Continent, as Mackintosh 
admitted.82 Mackintosh’s controversial opinion reiterated Burke’s 
view83 and deployed it to lambast Viscount Castlereagh, the foreign 
secretary, for decisions at the Congress of Vienna. Mackintosh’s 
condemnation was ‘the most painful public duty which I have 
ever felt myself called upon to perform’.84 Castlereagh was found 
wanting for refusing to restore many of Europe’s formerly sov-
ereign powers. For Mackintosh, Fox and Burke had allied ‘to 
dissuade England from tyranny’ in Ireland, North America and 
Poland.85 Mackintosh described post-1815 international relations 
as a ‘repartition of power’ or concert of large European states in 
corrupt cabal against smaller and weaker states: ‘Europe can no 
longer be called a commonwealth, when her members have no 
safety but in their strength.’86 The Congress of Vienna was follow-
ing Bonaparte in having ‘adopted every part of the French system, 
except that they have transferred the dictatorship of Europe from 
an individual to a triumvirate’.87

Writing about Poland seven years later, Mackintosh repeated 
that ‘conquest and extensive empire are among the greatest evils’, 
while ‘the division of mankind into independent communities 
is among the greatest advantages which fall to the lot of men’.88 
Again he claimed that the division of Poland marked the end point 
for the European commonwealth: ‘Till the first Partition, the right 
of every people to its own soil had been universally regarded as the 
guardian principle of European independence.’89 Britain had failed 
in Poland and was failing now by refusing to acknowledge the 
independence of the former Spanish colonies in South America.90 
Burke had foreseen the tragic development before others. In an 
account of the loss of liberty in Denmark Mackintosh called Burke 
‘a fond, and therefore fearful, lover of European liberty’ and praised 
his brilliance in recognising that liberty might well ‘be driven 
from her ancient seats and leave the inhabitants of Europe to be 
numbered with the Asiatic slaves’. Burke was equally correct that 
‘every evil is to be hazarded for her preservation’.91

Ultimately Mackintosh saw himself as restoring Burke to the 
camp of the friends of liberty. Mackintosh shared with Burke, 
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Richard Price and the philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment 
a vision of a Britain reformed so that the republican patriotism 
of its public culture was channelled towards trade rather than 
towards war (although a more military patriotism was always 
retained for times when necessity dictated, and when commerce 
could be relied upon to underpin national security). Britain had 
to be committed to permanent involvement in mainland Europe 
to prevent modern versions of universal monarchy from arising 
once again. Such themes he explored in an unfinished history of 
England. The question was how to create a world in which Britain 
could play such a role. Mackintosh found no strategies sufficient 
to move Britain or Europe back to the position after 1688 and 
found his own generation to be wanting. He was sceptical of 
every liberal philosophy promising an altered world of liberty. 
The example of Scotland as a counterpoint remained and towards 
the end of his life he identified the kinds of union that ought to 
characterise the place of Canada with the ‘British Confederacy’.92 
The fear remained that Britain itself was lacking in liberty and 
this translated into refusal to defend liberty and peace abroad. 
Mackintosh’s final work, in defence of reform, echoed many of 
the assaults upon the British polity first enunciated in Vindiciæ 
Gallicæ.93
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Scotland’s Freethinking Societies: 
Debating Natural Theology, 1820–c.1843

Felicity Loughlin

Of course, Edinburgh, it was said, was built on hypocrisy. It was 
the city of Hume, the home of the Scottish Enlightenment, but 
then what had happened? Petty Calvinism had flourished in 
the nineteenth century and the light had gone elsewhere; back 
to Paris, to Berlin, or off to America, to Harvard and the like, 
where everything was now possible.

Alexander McCall Smith, The Sunday Philosophy Club (2004)

These musings of the fictional Edinburgh resident, moral philos-
opher and eponymous protagonist of Alexander McCall Smith’s 
Isabel Dalhousie novels neatly encapsulate the conventional por-
trait of the intellectual transformation of post-Enlightenment 
Scotland. Scholars commonly identify a turning point in the early 
nineteenth century with the steady decline of the Moderate Party of 
the Kirk, whose members had actively participated in the Scottish 
Enlightenment, held prominent roles in the universities, empha-
sised morality over dogma and forged friendships with as notorious 
a sceptic as David Hume. A new chapter in Scottish intellectual 
life is traditionally associated with the rise of the Evangelical Party, 
which discouraged the combination of ministerial and professorial 
roles and championed the importance of doctrinal orthodoxy. Yet 
by painting the landscape of post-Enlightenment Scotland in such 
broad brushstrokes, several interesting features of its religious and 
intellectual transformation are omitted from the frame.

Strikingly, it is seldom recognised that insurgent Calvinist 
Evangelicalism was mirrored by the concomitant appearance of 
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freethinking circles and communities, most notably the ‘Zetetic’ 
societies in Edinburgh (1820) and Glasgow (1824).1 Taking their 
name from the Greek zētein, ‘to seek’ or ‘enquire’, these radical 
groups met weekly on Sunday evenings to debate controversial 
philosophical and theological topics, attracting audiences of three 
to four hundred at their peak. Dominated by male members of the 
middling and working classes – including retailers, shop owners, 
artisans, skilled labourers, apprentices and factory workers – they 
provided a hub for unbelievers of various stripes, including athe-
ists, deists and sceptics. Despite periodic waves of persecution, in 
which several individuals affiliated with these groups were prose-
cuted for selling or circulating blasphemous books, descendants 
of the 1820s freethinking societies remained active into at least 
the early 1840s. Although the surviving reports of their debates 
and activities are patchy, extant lectures and newspaper articles 
preserved in the freethinking press provide a remarkable window 
onto forgotten dimensions of intellectual change in the post-
Enlightenment period.

This chapter explores a question that was tackled repeatedly 
by many of Scotland’s freethinkers over the twenty-year period 
between the establishment of the Zetetic societies and the last 
blasphemy prosecution of 1843: what is the scope and legitimacy 
of natural theology? That is, how far can rational arguments 
demonstrate or corroborate divine truths? This was a question 
that had divided Scottish Christians in the previous century. As 
M. A. Stewart has shown, responding to trends south of the border 
and on the Continent, numerous eighteenth-century Scots exper-
imented with natural theology, sparking ‘bitter conflicts between 
conservative and progressive parties in the Kirk’.2 Until recently, 
it was generally agreed that while all Scottish Christians stressed 
the supremacy of revelation over reason, the Moderates were 
more optimistic about the potential of natural theology to discern 
or demonstrate divine truths than the Evangelicals, who placed 
greater emphasis on the utter depravity of fallen humanity.3 
Thomas Ahnert, however, has dramatically reversed this picture, 
showing convincingly that ‘paradoxical though this may seem, 
the enlightened Moderate clergymen in the Presbyterian Church 
of Scotland were actually more sceptical about a natural, philo-
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sophical religion of reason than their more orthodox, traditional 
counterparts’.4 In this the Moderates were closer to Hume, whose 
writings on religion included a dramatic critique of the epistemo-
logical and philosophical foundations of rational arguments for 
fundamental religious teachings. By the early nineteenth century, 
then, the precise status and utility of natural theology remained 
unresolved. How did the members of Scotland’s freethinking soci-
eties engage with this unsettled theological problem? And how far 
did they respond to the legacy of Hume in doing so?

Scottish freethinkers reckoned with two broad types of natural 
theological arguments, based respectively on a priori and a posteri-
ori reasoning. The former, often described as first-cause arguments, 
were deduced from logical propositions. The latter, commonly 
known as design arguments, were by far the more popular form 
of natural theology and were based on our experiences and obser-
vations of the external world and the living organisms within 
it. Hume had famously undermined a posteriori claims for God’s 
existence and attributes, arguing that they rested on an unproven 
assumption that the order of things in the material world had 
not existed since eternity, and that they erroneously sought to 
deduce an infinite being from the evidence of finite phenomena. 
Nineteenth-century Scottish theologians took such criticisms 
on board. Few displayed the unbridled confidence in a posteriori 
demonstrations of God’s existence and attributes displayed by the 
politician Henry Brougham in his Discourse of Natural Theology 
(1835).5 Nevertheless, many Scottish Evangelicals displayed a 
lively interest in the potential of a posteriori arguments to discern 
or corroborate a variety of scriptural truths.

In 1816, for instance, William Laurence Brown, Professor of 
Divinity at Marischal College in Aberdeen, published his Essay 
on the Existence of the Supreme Creator, which deduced the exist-
ence of an infinitely powerful, wise and good God from observa-
tions of external nature and the constitution of the human mind. 
Brown referred in several places to the Natural Theology (1802) 
of the English theologian William Paley, who had done much 
to reinvigorate the design argument south of the border. As Paul 
Baxter has shown, Scottish Evangelicals tended to disagree with 
Paley’s optimistic vision of external nature, preferring to focus 
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on human nature in their own experimentations with the design 
argument, and drawing attention to change and decay as much 
as harmonious adaptation to corroborate divine truths.6 Perhaps 
the most notable contributor to Scottish natural theology was 
Thomas Chalmers, whose popular Astronomical Discourses (1817) 
appealed to the magnitude of the heavens and the probability of 
extraterrestrial life to enhance Christian piety and bolster evan-
gelical soteriology.7 Chalmers expanded his natural theological 
arguments in his Bridgewater Treatise (1833), which appealed to 
the human mind’s adaptation to external nature to defend the 
existence of an infinite, omnipresent and benevolent deity.8 Other 
leading Evangelicals also dabbled in a posteriori natural theology, 
including the scientist David Brewster, who argued that geology 
helped to confirm revealed teachings about the regeneration of 
corrupt humanity, and the minister John Fleming, who believed 
natural theology should be given greater priority in Presbyterian 
seminaries.9 

Numerous members of Scotland’s freethinking societies 
rejected attempts to align rational arguments or scientific discov-
eries to the demonstration of Christian theological principles. In 
1823, a Dundonian materialist named William Henry Steuart, a 
frequent correspondent to the British freethinking newspaper, The 
Republican, characterised Chalmers’s Astronomical Discourses as a 
‘vain attempt . . . to reconcile the glorious discoveries of modern 
science with the foolish, self-conceited, and gross absurdities of 
the meek, the well known, and renowned Moses’.10 Responding to 
the burgeoning Evangelical interest in geology, Steuart expressed 
the view of many fellow unbelievers when he lamented that ‘the 
beautiful principles, not only of Astronomy, but of Geology are 
interwoven with all the jargon which priestcraft ever invented’.11 
James Affleck, a grocer and founding member of the Edinburgh 
Zetetic Society, echoed these sentiments. For Affleck, recent 
astronomical and geological developments had only proved that 
our understanding of nature remained limited. On this basis, 
human beings were ill-equipped to use such discoveries to demon-
strate the being and attributes of a supposed creator, for ‘what 
reason have we, while unacquainted with all the secondary causes 
in nature to pretend to expound the first? As well might a child, 
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unacquainted with the alphabet, attempt to decipher the hiero-
glyphics of the ancients.’12 

Nevertheless, while unbelievers unanimously rejected the 
‘scripturian’s god’, opinion was divided over the extent to which 
a posteriori reasoning could prove the existence and attributes of 
a deity. Some favoured deism, including an anonymous thinker 
from Aberdeen, who argued in 1828 that the harmonious ‘prop-
erties, powers, and nature of the universe’ signalled its design by 
a divine being.13 By contrast, many of the most vocal members of 
Scotland’s freethinking communities rejected the validity of such 
claims. Some followed Hume’s lead by pointing out that it was just 
as plausible that the world was eternal than that it was created ex 
nihilo by an intelligent deity. According to Affleck, Christians had 
‘written and harangued much about the mechanical arrangement 
of animal bodies’ in their attempts to prove a ‘designing workman’, 
but such arguments depended on the unproven assumption that 
such animals had not always existed.14 Affleck, like many other 
freethinkers, instead favoured the materialism of the eighteenth-
century philosophe Baron d’Holbach, whose Système de la Nature 
had posited the eternity of the world in place of its creation by 
an imaginary immaterial deity. For Affleck, recent geological 
evidence that whole species had periodically suffered extinction 
added weight to the materialist view that the ‘prolific principle in 
nature’ was capable of producing ‘organized beings’ without the 
need for a divine creator.15 

Others also cited geological arguments to counter traditional 
a posteriori arguments for intelligent design. An anonymous 
Edinburgh Zetetic argued that on the basis of the ‘internal struc-
ture’ of the earth, ‘and the anfractuousness of its surface, we may 
as reasonably believe it to be a lump of cooled dross, as a well-
planned and a well-executed world’.16 Steuart was equally con-
fident that geology tended to disprove the design argument. He 
praised a manuscript written by a friend on ‘The Age of the World’ 
(1821), which had calculated that the time needed to produce 
the largest salt mountains on earth was 48,032 years, proving that 
the planet was at the very least ‘thousands of thousands of ages 
old’.17 For Steuart these findings tended to favour the materialist 
view that the earth, ‘in place of being created out of nothing, about 
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six thousand years ago, has continued to roll in the immensity of 
space, during the endless ages of eternity’.18 

Several freethinkers took aim at works such as Brown’s Essay, 
which had presented a posteriori arguments to demonstrate the 
existence of an almighty, benevolent god. In retaliation, sev-
eral freethinkers delved into the thorny problem of evil. Affleck 
adopted a particularly strident approach in a lecture delivered to 
the Edinburgh Zetetics in the early 1820s. Echoing Philo in Parts X 
and XI of Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779), he 
drew attention to the undeniable existence of moral and physical 
evil in the world, which testified that the Deity, ‘either from want 
of power, or from want of will, or perhaps from want of both, has 
only given a certain portion of happiness to this world, and has, as 
it were, carelessly thrown it down, and left his creatures to strug-
gle with one another about its possession and division’.19 Affleck 
stressed that the fleeting experience of happiness in life was insuf-
ficient to demonstrate the existence of a benevolent creator deity, 
as such joys were substantially mitigated by suffering. ‘Partial evils’ 
could not be proven to be generally productive of ‘universal good’, 
nor could the experience of misery be excused on the grounds that 
it inspired our own charitable instincts.20 Surveying the existence 
of moral and physical evil in the world, he concluded by quoting 
Lucifer in Lord Byron’s play Cain (1821), who had urged suffer-
ing souls to ‘look the Omnipotent tyrant in His everlasting face, 
and tell him that His evil is not good!’21 James H. Simson of the 
Glasgow Zetetic Society agreed with Affleck and asserted that 
theologians could never appeal to a posteriori arguments to prove 
the existence of a benevolent, omnipotent deity. Epicurus’ old 
questions, he pointed out, had never been answered: ‘God either 
wills that evil should exist, or he does not. If he wills the exist-
ence of evil, where is his goodness? If evil exists against his will, 
how can he be all powerful? If God is both good and omnipotent, 
whence is evil?’22

Affleck’s impassioned discussion of the problem of evil also 
moved the argument beyond the Enlightenment debate by 
responding to the new vogue for phrenology, a pseudo-science 
that argued that the size and shape of parts of the brain determined 
human character traits and behaviour.23 Originating in Germany 
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with Johann Gaspar Spurzheim and Franz Josef Gall, it attracted 
widespread interest across Britain, where its chief champion was 
the Edinburgh lawyer and deist George Combe, who established 
the Edinburgh Phrenological Society in 1820. Phrenologists such 
as Combe had emphasised that moral actions were largely depend-
ent on the relative development of particular organs within the 
brain. Those with the most advanced intellectual faculties were 
more liable to act morally by exerting control over their feeling 
faculties. Drawing on phrenological language, Affleck argued that 
if God had given certain individuals ‘strong natural propensities 
and passions’ without an equal share ‘of reason calculated to keep 
them in control’, they would naturally form bad habits. On this 
basis, the Deity must be assumed to have set in motion the evil 
actions committed by such individuals, ‘whilst he himself lurks 
in the back ground, secure and unseen, like the incendiary, who 
rejoices because he is at a great distance from the calamity which 
he has raised’.24 

Although freethinkers’ critiques of natural theology tended to 
concentrate predominantly on a posteriori modes of reasoning, a 
fracas in an Edinburgh bookshop in 1837 sparked controversy over 
the less popular a priori defence of God’s existence and attributes, 
which aimed to proceed from logical propositions. The antagonist 
in the affair was William Honyman Gillespie (1808–75), a lawyer, 
ardent Evangelical and enthusiastic anti-infidel controversialist.25 
An intelligent but fractious personality, his biographer described 
him rather revealingly as a man who was ‘best liked by those 
who understood him best’, and whose ‘mental faculties were more 
highly developed than his affections’.26 Strolling on a ‘conspicu-
ous street’ in Edinburgh in 1837, he was shocked at the sight of a 
new edition of the notorious deist Thomas Paine’s Age of Reason 
(1794–1807) in the window of a small bookshop. As he demanded 
an explanation from the proprietor, a fellow customer inter-
rupted to inform him of the existence of a freethinking society in 
Edinburgh, which met weekly on Sunday evenings.27 Incensed by 
this discovery, Gillespie arranged a meeting with a member of the 
Edinburgh group and issued a challenge to the society, requesting 
them to respond in writing to his own work of natural theology, 
The Argument, A Priori, For the Being and Attributes of God (1833).
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Published three years earlier, Gillespie’s Argument stemmed 
from a chance reading of Hume’s Dialogues at the tender age of 
twenty-one, which had reportedly left him in a ‘perturbed con-
dition’ and ‘aroused a spirt of inquiry’.28 Convinced by Hume’s 
critique of the a posteriori argument, he remained confident that a 
modified version of the a priori argument would demonstrate once 
and for all the being and attributes of God.29 Gillespie conceded 
that Hume had rightly identified the fallacies inherent in the a 
priori argument as it had been articulated in Samuel Clarke’s well-
known Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God (1704), 
which rested on the unproven assumption that everything that 
exists must have a cause.30 To overcome this difficulty, Gillespie 
drew inspiration from common-sense philosophy and based his 
demonstration of God’s existence on the mind’s intuitive convic-
tion of the necessary existence of infinite extension and infinite 
duration. For Gillespie, such existences were necessary because it 
was impossible for anyone to conceive of their non-existence, as 
‘every one, by a review, or reflex examination of his own thoughts, 
will find, it is utterly beyond his power to do so’.31 On the same 
principles, he aimed to prove the necessary indivisibility of infinite 
extension and duration, which in turn proved that they formed a 
single substance or being, distinct from the divisible material uni-
verse. Gillespie concluded by attempting to combine this demon-
stration with a posteriori arguments to prove that this being was 
also intelligent, all-powerful and free.

Despite an initial promise to meet Gillespie’s challenge, the 
Edinburgh freethinkers passed the buck to the larger Glasgow 
Zetetic Society. A willing champion was found in the materi-
alist George Simpson, Secretary of Glasgow’s Working Men’s 
Association, whose closely argued Refutation of the Argument A 
Priori led Gillespie to acknowledge that the ‘western atheists’ of 
Glasgow commanded ‘talent and acquirements very superior’ to 
the ‘easterns’ of Edinburgh.32 Not content with merely refuting 
Gillespie, Simpson set out to demolish the entire a priori theo-
logical tradition, beginning with Samuel Clarke, ‘the first and 
greatest authority’ in such arguments.33 At the heart of Simpson’s 
critique was his objection to applying ‘metaphysical abstractions’ 
and ‘mathematical reasonings’ to ontological questions regarding 
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real existences. As Simpson argued, ‘if their god be a real being 
– an agent; he cannot be a heap of abstractions: if made up of 
abstractions, he cannot be an agent’.34 At best, a priori reasoning 
could demonstrate the idea that ‘something’ has existed from all 
eternity, and the necessary existence of abstract qualities such as 
infinite space and duration, none of which were ever disputed. For 
Simpson, the ‘garden of Hesperides, with its golden fruit, may as 
soon be expected to spring up from the vapour of the Atlantic, as 
that the mere abstraction brought out by the argument a priori, 
should be proved a deity’.35 Simpson noted that Christian think-
ers had themselves recognised the ‘irrelevancy’ of such claims. He 
cited an unfavourable review of such arguments in the Edinburgh 
Review as a case in point, and might have added Sir William 
Hamilton, Professor of Logic and Metaphysics at Edinburgh, who 
reportedly claimed that Gillespie’s demonstration could not ‘rise 
above Spinozism’ to prove an infinite and intelligent deity distinct 
from nature.36

Finally, he critiqued the misleading use of language in a 
priori demonstrations by thinkers such as Clarke and Gillespie. 
He objected above all to their use of the term ‘necessity’, which 
departed from the usual definition of the term as ‘that which 
must be’ and adopted the ‘much attenuated’ definition of ‘that 
which is the contrary of an express contradiction’.37 For Simpson, 
such a construction allowed a priori reasoners to ‘work miracles’. 
‘Necessity’, he argued, was ‘their magic rod by whose power they 
banish the material universe from the class of self existences, and 
foist a nonentity into its place’.38 He concluded that natural theo-
logical arguments such as Gillespie’s represented an ‘extraordinary 
attempt to prop up, on rational principles, what has nothing to 
do with such principles, but which must ever remain a matter of 
faith’.39 Gillespie detected distinct Humean echoes here, particu-
larly the Great Infidel’s claim in the Essay on Miracles that ‘our 
most holy religion, is founded on Faith, not on reason’.40 

Yet Simpson’s Refutation also targeted ‘heresies’ in Hume’s phi-
losophy. He was unconvinced by the sceptic’s view of causation 
and necessity, which argued that we can only identify probable 
rather than certain causal relationships on the grounds that we 
cannot prove that nature will always act uniformly. For Simpson, 
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this sceptical approach could only apply to ‘matters of chance’. By 
contrast, in the operations of nature ‘all is fixed and immutable 
as the truths of geometry themselves’. As acknowledged by all 
departments of physical science, an ‘experiment once fairly and 
fully verified, nothing remains but to adopt the result as a deter-
minate principle’. On this basis, Simpson disagreed with Hume’s 
view that it was impossible to demonstrate the necessary existence 
of matter. For Simpson, its existence was a ‘matter of knowledge, a 
matter of absolute certainty’. As such, given that it was necessary 
for something to exist from eternity, it was far more likely to be 
matter, ‘of whose existence everything testifies in the strongest, 
the most irresistible manner’, than ‘an aggregate of imaginary per-
fections, physical as well as moral, without a body for their habita-
tion or a medium for their existence’.41

Gillespie issued a lengthy response to Simpson, much of which 
rested on the claim that his adversary had confused the relative 
demands of mathematical and metaphysical reasoning. Simpson 
chose not to retaliate, which his adversary happily interpreted 
as an admission of defeat.42 Gillespie continued to develop his 
demonstration of God’s existence and attributes, culminating in 
a final sixth edition in 1872. Along the way he issued further 
challenges to Britain’s infidels to confront his a priori reasoning, 
prompting a duel with the English freethinker Charles Bradlaugh 
in 1867.43 Despite Gillespie’s view that he had gained the upper 
hand over Simpson, the controversy was fondly remembered by 
Scottish freethinkers. At an ‘atheistic supper’ held at a tavern in 
Glasgow’s George Square in 1844, glasses were raised in memory 
of ‘the late and respected “Antitheos”’.44 

Scotland’s freethinkers not only tackled natural theological 
claims for God’s existence and attributes, they also confronted 
rational arguments for the soul’s immortality and the existence of 
an afterlife. As Ahnert has shown, the Scottish Enlightenment 
had seen Moderates and Evangelicals diverge over the ability of 
unassisted human reason to discern these fundamental Christian 
doctrines.45 For the Moderates, philosophical arguments could 
at best offer hints of the soul’s immortality. They failed to pro-
vide a definitive, compelling demonstration of a future state; 
certainty could only derive from the gospel. In Hume’s ‘Essay 
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on the Immortality of the Soul’ he similarly rejected the utility 
of philosophical arguments for this belief, asserting that ‘’tis the 
Gospel and the gospel alone that has brought life and immortality 
to light’.46 By contrast, eighteenth-century Evangelicals had tended 
to emphasise that, while revelation offered the paramount testi-
mony of a future state, the light of reason also enabled humankind 
to discern compelling evidence of the soul’s immortality. 

In picking up this debate, some freethinkers repeated arguments 
that had been made by the Moderates in the previous century. 
This included the fact that many ancient philosophers, despite 
their remarkable reasoning abilities, had remained ignorant of the 
soul’s supposed immortality.47 Other freethinkers concentrated on 
the popular argument that the existence of injustice in this world, 
which frequently saw the wicked go unpunished and the virtuous 
suffer, increased the likelihood of the existence of an afterlife 
in which the balance would be rectified.48 As one anonymous 
member of the Edinburgh Zetetic Society argued, if ‘God cannot 
make all his creatures happy in this life; how is it possible for him 
to do it in the next?’49 Another member of the group offered a 
different retort, arguing that it was in fact debatable whether the 
virtuous and wicked did not always receive the just deserts for 
their actions in this life, as we are not always fully aware of the 
consequences of our actions.50 

Many members of Scotland’s freethinking communities 
engaged with the philosophical argument most frequently brought 
forward in defence of the soul’s immortality, which asserted that 
unlike the body, the soul was an immaterial and indivisible sub-
stance, free from the change and decay that affected matter. In 
response to such claims, Hume had emphasised our inability to 
determine the nature of any substance.51 By contrast, numerous 
members of Scotland’s freethinking communities confidently 
asserted materialist philosophies of the human mind. Some were 
swayed by their observations of anatomy classes. This included an 
anonymous physician, who had studied anatomy and physiology 
at the University of Edinburgh. This individual argued in 1824 
that the dissecting room proved the universal principle of decom-
position ‘in vivid colours’ and made it impossible to believe the 
‘unphilosophical distinction’ that was commonly drawn between 
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body and soul.52 This physician acknowledged that their materi-
alist position left them in a minority among their fellow students 
and teachers. Strikingly, however, this anonymous thinker did 
attribute materialist views to the late public lecturer John Murray, 
‘the most celebrated chemist of the age’, and to John Leslie, the 
incumbent Professor of Natural Philosophy, whose appointment 
had sparked controversy in 1805. 

Although we cannot be certain that Murray and Leslie shared 
the materialist views of human life, other freethinkers certainly 
did. One anonymous speaker at the Edinburgh Zetetic Society, 
who also referred to observing ‘a pale and lifeless corpse’ on the 
dissecting table, rejected the doctrine of the soul’s immortality 
on similar grounds.53 The available evidence, they argued, sug-
gested that the ‘principle which lately animated the body’ was 
simply the result of the arrangement of the ‘material particles, of 
which it was composed’. This speaker appealed to phrenology to 
defend their assertion that human mind was material and there-
fore mortal. Although George Combe had repeatedly rejected the 
accusation that phrenological theories were materialistic, many 
Christian thinkers were unconvinced. So too, it appears, were 
members of Scotland’s freethinking communities. As this anony-
mous Edinburgh Zetetic argued, phrenology had proved that the 
mental and moral qualities long thought to be the province of an 
immaterial soul were in fact the result of an individual’s physical 
organisation, rooted in ‘the composition and structure of his brain 
and nervous system’.54 

Similar themes were on display in a lecture delivered to the 
Glasgow Zetetic Society in 1842 by an anonymous factory worker. 
The speaker argued that phrenology had dramatically transformed 
the state of the debate, for ‘if brain is admitted to be the real 
existence of mind, and thought and feeling only its qualities, the 
theory of the immortal spirit is gone for ever’.55 The speaker added 
that attempts to reconcile phrenology with Christianity by claim-
ing that the brain was simply the organ of an immaterial soul 
were doomed to fail. Ultimately, all phrenologists would reject 
the chimerical belief in an immortal, immaterial soul. For once 
it is accepted that the thought and feeling are the function of 
the material brain, any remaining immaterial substance would 
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be a complete nonentity: ‘What then is the soul? The external 
senses are gone – it cannot receive new ideas – it cannot perceive 
existence – it cannot reflect on the past – it cannot anticipate the 
future – it cannot feel – it cannot engage in adoration – what then 
is it?’56 Acknowledging that leading phrenologists such as Combe 
had been eager to rebut the charge of materialism, the speaker 
explained that this was a prudent policy, which had been adopted 
to flatter the prejudices of ‘spiritualists’ and to encourage them to 
engage in phrenological enquiries.57 

In probing the rational arguments for fundamental divine 
truths, members of Scotland’s nineteenth-century freethinking 
circles picked up the unsettled dispute over natural theology that 
had divided Scottish thinkers of the Enlightenment. Their debates 
took place in an altered theological landscape. The Moderates, 
who had been more sceptical about reason’s ability to discern cer-
tain fundamental divine truths and had been central participants 
in the intellectual culture of the previous century, were on the 
decline. By contrast, numerous Evangelicals were experimenting 
with natural theology of various kinds and drawing attention to 
the harmonious relationship between science and religion. Unlike 
Christian thinkers of either camp, Scotland’s freethinking com-
munities entirely rejected the validity of revelation and took the 
debate on natural theology in different directions, responding as 
they did so to new developments in astronomy, geology and phre-
nology. The most vocal members of these groups were materialists, 
who were firmly persuaded of the non-existence of an immaterial, 
creator deity and an immortal soul. In this, they also departed 
from Hume, who had acknowledged that such beliefs could not 
be definitively verified or falsified by philosophical reasoning. The 
bold materialism of thinkers such as d’Holbach was consequently 
more popular with many members of the freethinking communi-
ties than the philosophical scepticism of Scotland’s ‘Great Infidel’. 

Humean influences can, however, be detected in the manner in 
which Scottish freethinkers strove to conduct their debates over 
natural theology. Strikingly, several individuals consciously aimed 
to remain free from a spirit of dogmatism and echoed Hume’s well-
known commitment to open, tolerant and courteous philosophi-
cal dialogue.58 Simpson of Glasgow, for instance, had contrasted 
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his own approach to Gillespie’s controversialist style, which he 
described as ‘fierce – not gallant; haughty and cavalier, not cour-
teous’.59 A similar commitment to the Humean ideal of open phil-
osophical exchange was displayed by the anonymous Edinburgh 
Zetetic who debated the soul’s immortality, who declared that 
they wished ‘it to be understood, that I am not dogmatical, but 
open to conviction by fair reasoning’.60 Affleck’s discussion of the 
eternity of the world similarly asserted that ‘by a calm considera-
tion of this subject, we shall find it involved in much obscurity’ 
and added that there were good reasons ‘for being sceptical and 
forebearing with one another’.61 Responding to English freethink-
ers who objected to the Edinburgh Zetetics’ willingness to use the 
term ‘god’ to refer to the principle that vivifies matter, the anony-
mous president of the group argued that 

you cannot more effectually aid the cause of truth, than by 
cheerfully trying how far you can yield to opposing parties. 
Go always as far with them as truth and reason allow you to 
go – when you come to this point, state that you must stop 
– not because you are unwilling, but because you are unable to 
proceed.62

Significantly, the freethinkers’ debates over natural theol-
ogy encourage us to rethink the classic portrait of Scotland’s 
post-Enlightenment intellectual culture as sketched by Isabel 
Dalhousie at the beginning of this chapter. Firstly, they prompt 
us to question the great chasm that is often drawn between the 
intellectual concerns of the Scottish Enlightenment and those 
of the nineteenth century. As the dispute over natural theology 
reveals, there were elements of continuity as well as transforma-
tion and some eighteenth-century debates continued to rever-
berate in the post-Enlightenment period. Although the question 
of natural theology acquired new modulations in the hands of 
Scottish freethinkers, its dominant strains would have been famil-
iar to the eighteenth-century literati. Secondly, this exploration 
of Scotland’s freethinkers reveals that the intellectual and reli-
gious landscape of post-Enlightenment Calvinist Scotland was 
more diverse than is often recognised. In particular, by extending 
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our gaze beyond the elite of church and university, we discover 
new controversies and recognise that the early nineteenth century 
was an age in which unbelievers acquired unprecedented organisa-
tion and visibility. Natural theology was just one of many subjects 
that engaged Scotland’s freethinking communities. Members of 
these groups also displayed a keen interest in subjects including 
the relationship between religion and morality, biblical criticism, 
the science of human nature, the relationship between church 
and state, and questions of social reform. As in the case of nat-
ural theology, many of these themes overlapped with questions 
that were actively debated within the intellectual and religious 
mainstream. By paying greater attention to unbelievers, and the 
responses they elicited, we therefore stand to gain a richer, more 
textured picture of the evolution of Scotland’s intellectual culture 
in the post-Enlightenment age. 
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Christian Isobel Johnstone: Radical 
Journalism and the Ambiguous Legacy of 

the Scottish Enlightenment 

Jane Rendall

Christian Isobel Johnstone (1781–1857) was the only woman to 
edit a major British periodical in the first half of the nineteenth 
century, though she has rarely attracted the attention of scholars. 
She was also a novelist, educationalist, and prolific journalist, 
with a distinctively Scottish voice, which admirably illustrates 
the ambiguous legacy of the Scottish Enlightenment.1 Her view 
of that Enlightenment was partly expressed in a reference to the 
‘mazy and intricate, or hedged and primrose paths’ of the world 
of Henry Mackenzie and Dugald Stewart.2 But she also wrote 
in the spirit of the Enlightenment of future social improvement 
and the continuing progress of civilisation, to be achieved partly 
through the extension of its educational hopes and practices to 
the working classes. She went beyond the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment, in that she was deeply committed to egalitar-
ian values, drawn both from the political ideals of the French 
Revolution and from a rational, benevolent Presbyterianism 
indebted to the New Light wing of the Secession.3 She supported 
manhood suffrage, rejected racial prejudice and tentatively sup-
ported the rights of women. While she respected the language of 
Adam Smith and political economy where it promised greater 
prosperity, she also believed in interventionist poor law reform. 
Notwithstanding her strong opposition to complacent assump-
tions of Western superiority, Johnstone was also deeply versed in 
the stadial history of the Scottish Enlightenment, and her writ-
ing did not escape the hierarchical assumptions inherent in that 
developmental approach. 

Johnstone and Radical Journalism

7. Christian Isobel Johnstone: Radical Journalism and the Ambiguous 
Legacy of the Scottish Enlightenment
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Christian Johnstone was born Christian Todd, the daughter of 
James Todd and Jean Campbell, in the parish of St Cuthbert’s, 
Edinburgh. At her birth in June 1781, three weeks after her parents’ 
marriage, her father was listed as a medical student. In December 
1796 she married Thomas McCliesh, a printer; on her second 
marriage, in June 1815, to John Johnstone, a schoolteacher from 
Dunfermline, James Todd’s occupation was also recorded as that 
of a printer. Though we have no further details of her upbringing 
or education, Christian Todd seems to have been rooted in the 
world of the Edinburgh printing trades. 

More, however, can be surmised about her background. In 
November 1814 she divorced her first husband under Scottish law 
for adultery: the divorce papers reveal that she was married to 
Thomas McCliesh ‘in his father’s house Nicolson Street by the Rev. 
Frederick McFarlane some time Antiburgher Minister Edinburgh’ 
in December 1796, at the age of fifteen, in what is likely to have 
been an irregular marriage.4 The Secession originated in a split from 
the Kirk over the law of patronage, with the Antiburgher Seceders 
breaking away from the Secession in 1747 over the Burgess Oath. 
A further division between Old and New Light Antiburghers fol-
lowed at the end of the century. The Nicolson Street Antiburgher 
congregation was led by the dominant figure in that church, Rev. 
Adam Gib, until his death in 1788. After a contentious period, 
Rev. Frederick Macfarlane replaced him as minister, but after inter-
nal battles in May 1792 he led his followers to found the second 
Antiburgher church in Edinburgh, on Potterrow.5 These conflicts 
took place at a time of steady growth in the Seceding churches, 
especially in urban districts; in Edinburgh by 1835–6 they made 
up 30 per cent of churchgoers.6 It may also be relevant that in the 
battles within the Nicolson Street congregation, female members 
could and did vote for and against their chosen minister on a 
number of occasions, though the principle of female voting was 
and remained a contentious issue within the Seceding churches.7 
It is relevant to her future career that Johnstone had associations 
with a Seceding church strongly committed to a congregation’s 
right to call its own minister, in which female voting was practised 
and debated. Her second marriage, shortly after her divorce, was 
probably also an irregular one.8
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Little is known of Johnstone before the publication of her best-
known novel, Clan-Albin, published anonymously in 1815 a few 
months after Walter Scott’s Waverley.9 It is possible, though not 
certain, that she also published an earlier novel, The Saxon and 
the Gael (1814).10 Clan-Albin is set in the Highlands during the 
Napoleonic wars, when clearances by Anglo-Scottish lairds left 
little option but emigration, and later in occupied Ireland and 
then Spain. It criticises British rule in Ireland, the conduct of the 
Peninsular War and the brutal hierarchies of the British army. 
The novel is sympathetic to Scottish and Irish Gaelic-speaking 
cultures, the Scottish hero finally marrying an Irish bride and 
creating in an abandoned glen a prosperous, improved, religiously 
tolerant quasi-utopian community. 

In 1817, probably on the advice of William Blackwood, John 
Johnstone was nominally appointed editor of a newly estab-
lished newspaper, the Inverness Courier, and the couple went 
to Inverness. But the historian of the newspaper suggests ‘Mrs 
Johnstone was evidently the leading writer and . . . generally 
spoken of as editor.’11 A pattern was established for the future of 
a joint enterprise in which Christian Johnstone took the leading 
role in editorial work and writing, while her husband focused on 
the business side. In these years she undoubtedly developed her 
editorial and reviewing skills. The newspaper paid much attention 
to ethnographic and antiquarian work on the Highlands, as well 
as to the literary works of Scott, Galt, Hogg and Susan Ferrier, 
outshining its rival, the Inverness Journal. But the politics of the 
editors did not always meet the approval of the local elites who 
were their readers, for instance over the reporting of Peterloo.12 

The couple returned to Edinburgh in late 1824, and John 
Johnstone established his printing business there. In 1826, 
Christian Johnstone published, pseudonymously, her bestselling 
work, the Cook and Housewife’s Manual, ostensibly written by Meg 
Dods, a character from Scott’s novel St Ronan’s Well, as were the 
other characters who figure in the introductory dialogues about 
cookery set in the Cleikum Inn, together with Dr Redgill from 
Ferrier’s Marriage. These dialogues mimic the masculine, tavern-
based conviviality of the ‘Noctes Ambrosianae’ in Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Review. This extremely successful work demonstrates 
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the ease with which Johnstone could both parody and adopt the 
masculine voice in her writing, while effacing her own name and 
personality.13 Her last novel, Elizabeth de Bruce (1827) had a dis-
appointing reception, and she abandoned the novel for journalism 
and shorter tales.14 

In Edinburgh she came into contact with the radical book-
seller and publisher, William Tait, who in March 1832 set up the 
monthly Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine, printed by John Johnstone, 
and costing 2s 6d. Both Tait and Johnstone were committed to 
the campaign against taxes on unstamped newspapers, and for 
cheaper news and instruction. In August 1832 the Johnstones 
established the first of two periodicals, the weekly Schoolmaster, 
and Edinburgh Weekly Magazine, which carried on its masthead an 
epigraph from Lord Brougham, ‘The Schoolmaster is abroad’ and 
cost 1½d.15 Early issues of the magazine indicate the Johnstones’ 
political and educational mission. The initial address criticised 
simple instruction in factual ‘useful knowledge’: ‘it is evidently 
thought better that they should read of the growth of the tea-
plant, than watch the progress of legislation, or inquire into rights 
of industry’.16 Adam Smith’s endorsement of universal education 
was quoted.17 In a series ‘On the Moral Training of Children’, 
the ‘enlightened writer’ Elizabeth Hamilton was repeatedly cited 
for her advocacy of a rational education that encouraged critical 
questioning instead of rote learning.18 The aim of The Schoolmaster 
was ‘to be political, in so far as the science of politics is connected 
with social wellbeing’.19 Fiction often carried a political or edu-
cational message. Christian Johnstone reprinted from Clan-Albin 
‘The Flogged Soldier’, describing the brutalities of the British 
Army, and from her Nights of the Round Table ‘The Two Scotch 
Williams’, an exemplary story of the education of William Cullen 
and William Hunter.20 The Johnstones knew their readership. In 
October 1832 they noted that ‘a very considerable proportion of 
our readers are connected with the Secession Church’.21 In June 
1833 The Schoolmaster was transformed into a monthly periodical, 
Johnstone’s Edinburgh Magazine, sold for 8d, and published by Tait. 
With the same masthead, it conveyed the same mixture of fiction, 
political news and reviews. Its first issue reported the discontent 
at the payment of a 6 per cent church rate tax among Edinburgh 
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tradesmen, William Tait’s imprisonment for the cause and his tri-
umphal release and escort from prison by a crowd of 8,000 drawn 
from the Trades of Edinburgh.22 As Scottish Voluntaryism grew 
in strength, The Schoolmaster, Johnstone’s Edinburgh Magazine and 
Tait’s all contributed to the onslaught on church establishments.23 

In June 1834 Johnstone’s Edinburgh Magazine merged with Tait’s 
Edinburgh Magazine, Christian Johnstone taking half-ownership 
and becoming co-editor with William Tait.24 The price for Tait’s 
readers had already been reduced from 2s 6d to 1s in February 1834, 
to appeal to a wider public. The merger recognised the appeal of 
Johnstone’s, which had enjoyed considerable success in Scotland. 
With a circulation claimed at 5,000 just before it merged, it was 
outselling Tait’s, Blackwood’s and other expensive rivals.25 By the 
mid-1830s, of Tait’s existing circulation of just over 4,000, 2,800 
went to England and just over 1,000 to Scotland.26 The Scottish 
identity of Tait’s was important to it, though Tait still sought to 
increase sales and advertising in England.

Johnstone and Tait worked together as co-editors to appeal to 
a middle-class readership attracted by the magazine’s cheapness, 
radicalism, literary strengths and attention to Scottish affairs.27 
Tait corresponded with contributors and managed the business 
of the periodical, while Christian Johnstone made the editorial 
decisions and chose the contents of each issue; they collabo-
rated on difficult issues, as they did over problems with Thomas 
De Quincey in 1840.28 Johnstone was in charge of the Literary 
Register of short reviews for each issue. The Political Register was 
written by James Johnston Darling until his death in June 1842, 
when Johnstone probably took over responsibility.29 Her output 
was enormous: according to the Wellesley Index, she was responsi-
ble for 443 articles from 1832 to 1847, Tait for 97.30 Her editorship 
has been called ‘the high point of the magazine’s history’, and she 
was undoubtedly one of the leading shapers of Scottish public 
opinion in this period.31 Yet, constrained by gender, she contin-
ued to avoid publicity, rejecting the identity of a public intellec-
tual; although she was clearly known within Edinburgh literary 
circles, Tait rightly wrote in 1833 that she was ‘scarcely known 
to fame’.32 The editorial invisibility she cultivated allowed her 
to exercise an assertive and forceful political voice. The Wellesley 
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Index, following contemporary comments, has suggested that 
‘under [Johnstone’s] leadership the fine explosions of radicalism 
disappeared, and the journal became primarily a literary maga-
zine’.33 But this greatly underestimates Johnstone’s radical agenda. 

Underlying that agenda was her continuing commitment, in 
the spirit of the Enlightenment, to the advancement of knowl-
edge among all classes of the population. Though in this respect 
she might be seen as following in the tradition of Elizabeth 
Hamilton and Dugald Stewart, as a firm believer in equality 
Johnstone extended her political message further. All her writ-
ing on education encouraged self-education for the working 
classes, in Mechanics’ Institutes and Halls of Science, and she 
poured mocking scorn on the ‘Society for the Effusion of Useful 
Knowledge’.34 In 1836 Johnstone supported the message of the 
English radical Perronet Thompson ‘Let no man be frightened 
by the word “democracy”’, and by 1842 she was sympathising 
with the Chartists and endorsing Joseph Sturge’s attempts to bring 
together working- and middle-class reformers of the suffrage.35

Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine ensured its appeal to ‘our Scottish 
readers’ with its extensive coverage of domestic politics and reli-
gion alongside fiction and poetry. Johnstone gave significant 
attention to the progress of radicalism in Scotland. Her article of 
May 1833 on ‘The Spy System’ recalled the Radical War of 1820; 
which led to a libel action against Tait’s.36 In January 1837 in a 
lengthy and impassioned leading article she hailed the memory 
of ‘the illustrious brand of patriots, now familiarly termed THE 
SCOTTISH POLITICAL MARTYRS’, the transported radicals 
of the 1790s.37 Tait and the Johnstones were all active supporters 
of the campaign led by the radical Joseph Hume for an appropri-
ate memorial.38 Among parliamentary politicians, Tait’s supported 
the philosophic radicals, especially the Scots Lord Brougham and 
Joseph Hume. In July 1834 Johnstone began a series of polit-
ical dialogues among characters supposedly from Edinburgh 
life; in the first dialogue they gossip about the Edinburgh by-
election of June 1834 and the chances of the radical candidate 
James Aytoun against the Whigs, implying the strong connec-
tion between radical politics and Secessionist dissent.39 In March 
1835 she introduces ‘a respectable Edinburgh wool-stapler’, Tam 
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Glen, speaking a broad Scots, into these conversations, and later 
prints Glen’s fictional letter to the Edinburgh MP, the Whig Sir 
John Campbell, in which Glen asks ‘What in the world’s become 
o’ Hairy Brougham?’, referring to Brougham’s embittered absence 
from the Whig ministry formed in April 1835.40 

From her earliest contributions to Tait’s, Johnstone advocated 
the doctrines of Smithian political economy, whether in relation 
to the freeing of trade from all restrictions or in significantly reduc-
ing government expenditure. Later, she actively supported repeal 
of the Corn Laws.41 However, she was also deeply concerned by 
the appalling conditions of the labouring poor of Scotland. In two 
lengthy articles she surveyed the evidence provided by the Church 
of Scotland’s Report to the General Assembly, the New Statistical 
Account of Scotland, and Dr W. P. Alison’s Observations on the 
Management of the Poor in Scotland (1840). She wrote of the oppo-
sition of many Scottish landowners to a new and compulsorily 
assessed poor rate, and of the speculations of ‘benevolent visionar-
ies’, led by the Evangelical Thomas Chalmers, who imagined that 
Christian philanthropy could meet the needs of the poor without 
the intervention of government. She called for a new inquiry, 
independent of the Church of Scotland, to meet the needs of 
‘extensive and extreme destitution, of the innocent as well as the 
improvident and profligate’.42 But she found the report of the new 
body of Poor Law Commissioners for Scotland – dominated by 
the interests of landowners and the Church of Scotland – deeply 
disappointing.43 In October 1842 she reviewed Edwin Chadwick’s 
Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population, focus-
ing on the Scottish evidence and argued that its importance could 
not be overrated.44

Throughout her editorship Johnstone both celebrated 
and encouraged Scottish literature. In her five-part review of 
Lockhart’s Life of Sir Walter Scott (1837–8) she had no reservations 
in praising the works of ‘a man of great genius’, notwithstanding 
his flaws and unattractive politics.45 She encouraged and men-
tored young and lesser known writers, especially those writing in 
Scots, praising and publishing the work of the young poet Robert 
Nicoll and reviewing favourably the unknown Scottish novelist 
Grace Webster.46 Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine occasionally carried a 



114	 jane rendall

selection of poetry, sometimes called ‘A Feast of the Poets’, which 
usually included unknown Scottish poets.47 

Yet in spite of a continuing commitment to Scottish politics 
and literature, Johnstone expressed scant sympathy for Romantic 
nationalism or notions of greater Scottish autonomy within the 
United Kingdom. However, her religious positions bore the hall-
mark of Scotland’s New Light Secession. Indeed in her tale ‘The 
Sabbath Night’s Supper’ she defended the Scottish Sabbath as 
arising from a Presbyterianism ‘which has ever allied itself with 
the spirit of independence, and the sternest assertion of the prin-
ciples of civil liberty’.48 In April 1841 she comments on the debate 
around women’s right to vote in the election of ministers and 
elders and its practice in the United Secession Church, satirically 
contrasting this with the reluctance of leading Evangelical min-
isters to accept this right in principle, in spite of their appeal for 
women’s support.49 But her position was based less on doctrine 
than on issues of church governance. In October 1841, reviewing 
a biography of the missionary John Campbell, she admired the 
Independent congregations of Scotland for their many achieve-
ments, including Sabbath schools, cheap tracts, missions and 
Magdalen asylums.50 The principle of the independence of the 
church from the state outweighed doctrinal and national dif-
ferences. The preachers and writers she admired included the 
Baptist Robert Hall, the Methodist Adam Clarke, the Unitarian 
Rammohun Roy and the Quakers William and Mary Howitt.51 
Throughout her journalism she lamented the corrupt episcopal 
establishments of the Churches of England and Ireland, and their 
unjust imposition of tithes.52

Johnstone was committed to equality for women, and employed 
writers such as Harriet Martineau, Catherine Gore, Mary Russell 
Mitford, Amelia Opie and Eliza Meteyard. She also reviewed per-
sonally most works written by women, and defended their right to 
contribute to debates on all major national issues. So in favourably 
reviewing Martineau’s Illustrations of Political Economy in 1832 
she fully supported the abilities of women like Martineau and 
Jane Marcet to expound ‘the intricacies of political economy’. 
She welcomed Martineau’s Life in Demerara, for its commitment 
to freeing an enslaved population.53 In January 1834 she com-
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mented critically on Julia Pardoe’s travel book on Portugal by 
suggesting ‘a small dash of politics . . . in regard to the great strug-
gle now depending [the civil war in Portugal] . . . might have 
been introduced, without subjecting Miss Pardoe to the charge of 
being either impertinent, or unfeminine’.54 She gave encouraging 
reviews even to authors to whom she was not politically sympa-
thetic, like the conservative historians of English queens, Hannah 
Lawrance and Agnes Strickland, and the author of advice-books 
to women, Sarah Ellis, whose Daughters of England (1842) and 
Wives of England (1842) were seemingly less restrictive than others 
in that genre.55 However, while she praised Maria Edgeworth, she 
also found her work flawed by a sense of caste and lacking ‘reli-
gion, poetry, passion’.56

In her fiction and reviews, Christian Johnstone consistently sup-
ported women’s rights to employment and showed sympathy for the 
claim to vote. In The Schoolmaster she ran a regular ‘Column for the 
Ladies’, and in reporting the discovery that a plasterer in Glasgow 
was found to be a woman asked: ‘Why does no-one open mechan-
ical arts to women?’57 In her tale ‘Violet Hamilton’ the heroine’s 
mother-in-law lamented, ‘I know that the woman who turns her 
talents to any profitable purpose, is, in some occult sense – I own I 
do not comprehend how it is – but she is in our society, degraded.’58 
While Johnstone condemned the exploitation of urban needle-
women, she was ready to defend women’s outdoor employment, 
especially in societies of small peasant proprietors.59 She was also 
prepared to defend the idea of women’s participation in political 
life. In her first contribution to Tait’s in the tale ‘The Ventilators’, 
on the only spaces then provided for women to watch proceedings 
in the House of Commons, the heroine Margaret Clifford inter-
venes to ensure the reforming side wins the vote.60 In another 
tale, ‘Blanche Delamere’, the wealthy heroine takes active steps to 
improve the conditions of those who worked her Irish and West 
Indian estates, sets up an orphanage to train girls in artisan trades 
and invests in a factory on her lands in England.61 In a review of 
Woman and Her Master (1840), Johnstone praises Lady Morgan as 
‘the champion and philosophical historian of her sex’ and praised 
her history of women as ‘a brave and gallant beginning of that 
grand agitation’ on behalf of ‘the natural rights of their sex’.62
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In Johnstone’s review of the Scotswoman Marion Reid’s A Plea 
for Woman (1843), published by Tait, she made her full, if cau-
tious, support for the feminist case very clear. She appealed to 
the memory of Catherine Macaulay and Mary Wollstonecraft, at 
a time when most women writers feared to use the latter’s name. 
She did suggest that though many improvements had been made 
since Wollstonecraft’s time, the challenge was still to lift women 
to social and civil equality. They needed not only education but 
employment to be self-supporting. She agreed with Reid on the 
necessity of legal reform to protect married women, even if the 
time was not yet ready for mixed juries or legislative assemblies. 
But, in principle, she wrote ‘we can see very little objection to 
women participating, as Mrs Reid contends they should, in the 
same political franchises that men enjoy’.63

Johnstone believed that all peoples were potentially equal, and 
she condemned contemporary racism. Reviewing Edmund Abdy’s 
book of travels in the United States in November 1835, she com-
ments on his very critical analysis of American racism that he 
greatly underestimated the extent of colour prejudice in Britain 
and its commitment to ‘white ascendancy’.64 In this area she drew 
on the language of Enlightenment. Although she had parodied the 
idea of the stadial history of civilisation, wittily, in the discourse 
on the four stages in the history of cookery in her cookbook, she 
employed it in her many reviews of works by travellers and mis-
sionaries. She criticised Henry Lytton Bulwer’s writing on France 
in November 1838 because he lacked the profundity and judge-
ment needed for the ‘philosophical historian of a great nation’.65 
She explored the interplay of material, cultural and political struc-
tures, approving the comparative analysis of Norway, Sweden 
and Prussia by the Orcadian Samuel Laing, whose admiration of 
the small proprietors and liberal politics of Norway she heartily 
endorsed.66 In other reviews of travel literature she frequently 
draws comparisons with the state of the Scottish Highlands in the 
past, whether she was writing of the murderous inclinations of a 
Nawab of Hindostan, the feudal structures of the ‘Caffre’ or Xhosa 
peoples, or the customs of fosterage in Circassia.67

She did not however accept that a comparative approach 
should automatically lead to assumptions of cultural superiority 
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often linked to imperial expansion and militaristic initiatives. In 
August 1837, reviewing The Wrongs of the Caffre Nation, she con-
demned the conduct of the war of 1834–6 between the Cape 
Colony and the Xhosa people: ‘There is no darker page in the his-
tory of civilized nations than their first dealings with those whom, 
terming barbarians, they treat like brutes.’ Finally, she said, there 
was ‘a voice in England’ to make the extreme oppression of the 
Xhosas heard.68 In reviews touching on all the Australian colonies 
she joined the humanitarian chorus of the mid- to late 1830s in 
condemning the treatment of their indigenous peoples, ‘this ill-
treated, despised and degraded race’.69 She supported the Quaker 
James Backhouse’s account of his time there and ‘the humane 
and enlightened opinions held by all reflecting men’ in defending 
the natural capacity of the indigenous peoples,70 and agreed with 
William Howitt in Colonization and Christianity (1838) that the 
cruel and unjust treatment by Englishmen of the indigenous peo-
ples of Tasmania and the Cape Colony threw into question the 
very claim of her countrymen to be Christians.71 

In particular, she questioned the common trope of the deg-
radation of women in the earliest stages of society.72 Reviewing 
Marianne Postans’s Cutch; or Random Sketches of Western India 
(1839), she suggests in relation to Postans’s description of the 
‘degraded social condition and daily drudgery’ of the women of 
Cutch, now part of Gujarat, that the daily labours of working 
women in Britain were no better or even greater than those Postans 
described.73 She commended Anna Jameson’s similar argument 
on indigenous Canadian women in her Winter Studies and Summer 
Rambles (1839).74 When reviewing George Catlin’s Adventures 
among the North American Indians, however, she accepted his por-
trayal of indigenous American women as ‘drudges and slaves’, 
though she also described the evidence he provides of delicacy, 
tenderness and maternal affection among such women.75 

At the same time as questioning crude assumptions of savagery 
and barbarism, Johnstone continued to believe in the desirabil-
ity of rightly directed improvement, shaped by commerce and 
Christianity, towards a higher level of civilisation. In 1833, review-
ing a work on Sierra Leone, she expressed the general disappoint-
ment that the king’s speech from the new Whig administration 
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did not mention ‘the monstrous iniquity, the national sin, of colo-
nial slavery’, and called for further efforts by the friends of eman-
cipation.76 Five years later, in 1838, in reviewing Joseph Sturge 
and Thomas Harvey’s The West Indies in 1837, she condemned the 
compensation to slave-owners paid in 1833, and the violation of 
the agreement then made to train apprentices to free labour.77 A 
month later she approved Lord Brougham’s denunciation of the 
Orders in Council enabling planters in British Guiana to bring 
indentured labour from India, this latter ‘the foundations of a 
new scheme of slavery as flagitious as that which . . . is hardly yet 
extirpated’.78 Yet she also quoted Sturge when writing of Antigua, 
where abolition was in effect, that black slaves though in better 
domestic circumstances there were ‘not yet elevated above the 
stage of moral and intellectual childhood’. That is, though part 
of the human family, they did not yet meet expectations of the 
free black subject, although in a rapid state of improvement.79 
Johnstone, like Sturge, hoped for a Christian, domesticated and 
industrious society to develop there in the future. 

Johnstone was highly critical of the continuing expansion of 
the British Empire. She distrusted governments in the colonies 
of settlement, Canada, Australia and southern Africa. Reviewing 
a history of New South Wales by the radical Presbyterian John 
Dunmore Lang, she echoed his view of the government there 
in 1833 as ‘despotic’, and welcomed his zeal for representative 
government and civil rights for former convicts, as well as his 
campaigns against the episcopal establishment.80 In two critical 
reviews of 1838 she questioned the self-interested, flattering rep-
resentations of the new colony of South Australia by its commis-
sioners and by the South Australian Land Company, and urged 
caution on potential Scottish emigrants, who were directly tar-
geted with the promise of a ‘New Utopia’.81 She was also hostile 
to military interventions. In four reviews of 1843 she emphasised 
the injustice and folly of the British invasion of Afghanistan in 
1839–42, and commented on Lady Sale’s journal of events which 
illustrated that ‘whatever is noblest, and also whatever is hard, 
selfish, cruel and insolent in the military principle’.82

What is increasingly noticeable is her admiration for evangelical 
missionary endeavours and their association with the message of 
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civilisation. In November 1838, reviewing Sir James Alexander’s 
Discoveries in the Interior of Africa, she wrote of the missionary 
stations he encountered as ‘moral oases’ and ‘the most beautiful 
feature in the African wilderness’.83 In the 1840s she helped in the 
lionising of key missionary figures. In 1842, reviewing Missionary 
Labours by Robert Moffat, the Scottish Congregationalist mis-
sionary to the northern Cape, she wrote that ‘the missionary to 
barbarous or half-civilized countries is the true hero of modern 
times’; Moffat is hailed as the civiliser of ‘the barbarous tribes of 
South Africa’, shaping a civilising process which brought houses, 
a chapel, a school, improved irrigation and new tools to indig-
enous settlers.84 In June 1843, reviewing the memoirs of John 
Williams, the well-known London Missionary Society missionary 
to the South Pacific, she celebrated his similar efforts ‘to make 
civilization proceed hand-in-hand with evangelization’. In both 
reviews she noted the advantages of the presence of missionary 
wives, giving ‘the influence, instruction and example, of Christian 
matrons’.85

Johnstone was a woman of influence: a humanitarian, a reli-
gious dissenter and a political radical who challenged imperial 
power and many instances of racial oppression. But in spite of 
these impressive challenges, she was deeply imbued with the 
developmental assumptions of the Enlightenment and the imper-
ative to progress towards a form of civilisation rooted in the com-
merce and Christianity of middle-class Britain, a Britain which 
despite its failings she still thought offered the best prospects of 
liberty. Though not always optimistic for the future of an empire 
she believed deeply flawed by militarism and corruption, she 
constantly encouraged her Scottish and English readers to share 
her hopes for a rightly deployed civilising mission. The legacy of 
Enlightenment merged with the force of evangelicalism to create 
a powerful version of middle-class radicalism.
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Robert Mudie: Pioneer Naturalist and 
Crusading Reformer

Eva-Charlotta Mebius

Although no longer a familiar name, Robert Mudie was one of the 
most prominent nineteenth-century descendants of the Scottish 
Enlightenment. However one defines that Enlightenment 
– whether as a shared interest in human behaviour and social 
change,1 or in terms of natural philosophy and natural knowl-
edge,2 or more broadly as the general culture of Scotland’s literati3 
– Mudie stands as a representative heir. A polymathic writer, 
novelist, poet, editor, naturalist and reformer, his very range 
encapsulated the intellectual daring and untrammelled virtuosity 
and curiosity of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. But he is 
also a more problematic figure. For, if he is known at all now in 
Scottish intellectual history, it is as the author of a venomously 
negative and sourly satirical account of early nineteenth-century 
Edinburgh’s intellectual life, The Modern Athens: a dissection and 
demonstration of men and things in the Scotch capital (1825). For 
Mudie, a self-described ‘modern Greek’, the notion that late 
Enlightenment Edinburgh was the modern Athens, was, as we 
shall see, not so much a proud boast as something more pejorative, 
a telling index of the city’s empty boastfulness. Confusingly for 
our purposes, Mudie was both an exemplar of Scotland’s post-
Enlightenment vigour and a trenchant critic of early nineteenth-
century Scotland’s supposed intellectual vitality.

This chapter seeks to illustrate how the work of Robert Mudie 
could be important for debates concerning, what Paul Wood 
calls, the ‘temporal limits’ and ‘rival chronologies’ of the Scottish 
Enlightenment.4 After all, as Alexander Broadie notes, what 
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exactly the Scottish Enlightenment’s philosophical afterlife looked 
like, has yet to be fully explored by historians.5 Mudie’s wide-
ranging writings won him a high profile in nineteenth-century 
intellectual life. Building on his background as a well-liked teacher 
in Dundee, Mudie became one of the first great popular educators 
in print. He wrote diligently and at times eloquently, about the 
most varied subjects, becoming a popular authority on anything 
from the bittern, mathematics, China, Australia, India, to astron-
omy and emigration, and his work seems to have been welcomed 
by an enthusiastic readership on both sides of the Atlantic, which 
included Dickens, Darwin, and the American landscape painter 
Thomas Cole. As such, Mudie might also be viewed, in the pres-
ent post-Enlightenment context, as one of the last of the poly-
maths described in the introduction to this volume.

Mudie was born in Forfarshire in 1777 or 1780 to the weaver 
John Mudie and his wife Elizabeth Bany/Barry. He spent his early 
years as a shepherd in the Sidlaw Hills, and as an apprentice to 
his father. However, he was lured from the path that had been set 
out for him by being introduced to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, to 
which he would later contribute. According to Alan Lang Strout, 
Mudie then started out as a weaver in the Bucklemaker Wynd in 
Dundee, but soon left that occupation.6 After about four years 
in the Forfar and Kincardineshire militia, during which time he 
spent all the money he could spare on acquiring books and learn-
ing, the self-taught remarkable Mudie became teacher of drawing 
and Gaelic at Inverness Royal Academy around 1802, despite not 
being able to even ‘lisp a word of Gaelic’.7 A few years later we 
find him teaching arithmetic and drawing at Dundee Academy 
in 1809. Aside from his teaching, it was in Dundee that Mudie 
began his writing career with the poem ‘The Maid of Griban’, 
published in 1810, and the novel Glenfergus (1820). Mudie would 
eventually go on to write a history of the city in Dundee Delineated 
(1822). It was also in Dundee that he started collaborating with 
R. S. Rintoul (1787–1858), his future fellow Scottish Londoner 
and founder of the weekly magazine The Spectator, and contrib-
uting to the latter’s Dundee Advertiser, which the two used as 
a vehicle for advocating burgh reform.8 However, after writing 
too many unrestrained verses satirising the members of the town 
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Council, Mudie is said to have made many enemies, among them 
Provost William Hackney. Ultimately the town council bandied 
together to oust Mudie from Dundee Academy. These efforts were 
successful, and he left his position in June 1816. Alan Lang Strout 
identifies a couple of particularly scathing speeches ‘in connec-
tion with the celebration of laying the foundation-stone for the 
new harbour in October, 1815’ as having sealed Mudie’s fate.9 
Mudie seems to have remained in Dundee or Edinburgh for a few 
years following his dismissal, attempting to start two unsuccessful 
periodicals of his own, the Independent (1816) and the Caledonian 
Quarterly Magazine (1821), and putting together various courses 
of lectures in logic, rhetoric and moral philosophy. He finally left 
to pursue a literary career in London in 1820 or 1821. It was said 
that in ‘London, he went among literary people, clever, and prone 
to laugh. He lectured about everything . . . The chief attraction, 
however, was the comic grandeur, the broad magnificence, and 
Doric simplicity of his noble dialect.’10 Like his future admirer 
Dickens, Mudie in London began working as a reporter for the 
Morning Chronicle. In 1822 he was asked to cover George IV’s visit 
to Edinburgh, which was published as A Historical Account of His 
Majesty’s Visit to Scotland that same year.

Indeed, George IV’s visit to Edinburgh provided the point of 
departure for Mudie’s darkly burlesque Modern Athens. However, 
what Mudie perceived as genteel Edinburgh’s abject sycophancy 
towards George IV during his visit to the Scottish capital in 1822 
inspired deflationary bathos. Mudie’s barbed account of Edinburgh 
life opens with an account of the processions, levees and other 
fooleries of the royal visit. But Mudie’s treatment then switches 
focus – though without any marked change in tone or register – 
and begins to unmask the intolerable smugness of Edinburgh’s lit-
erati. Edinburgh, it transpires, is a second-rate provincial city – ‘a 
widowed metropolis’11 – living off memories of its time as a proper 
national capital and then as the citadel of Scotland’s intellectual 
golden age. But that golden age was very short-lived, he insists. To 
be sure, Edinburgh hosted two prominent arbiters of taste in its lit-
erary magazines – the Edinburgh Review and Blackwood’s Edinburgh 
Magazine; but those very names disguised their shallow local roots. 
However, Edinburgh continued to live off its former glories, not 
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least ‘the sages of the succession of schools’ which, shining forth 
from the modern Athens had ‘dazzled and illuminated mankind’.12 
How could one expect that philosophical tradition to endure, que-
ried Mudie the burgh reformer, when the philistines of the town 
council, who were responsible for the bulk of university appoint-
ments, were ‘the most unfit patrons of a school of philosophy’?13 
Moreover, now the lawyers, not the philosophers, were dominant 
in the city where interest was always seen to conquer principle. 
Local pride in the achievements of eighteenth-century Scottish 
philosophy had turned into a perverse form of ‘self-adoration’, 
he argued.14 Mudie stood appalled at the ‘brazenfrontedness’ of 
Edinburgh’s ongoing ‘self-idolatry’.15 Notwithstanding Mudie’s 
own polymathic range and autodidactic achievement, for him a 
short-lived Scottish Enlightenment was dead, surviving only as 
empty, vainglorious boast, a mirage, rather than a living body of 
philosophy.

Mudie’s success in London owed much to his connection with 
the publisher Charles Knight (1791–1873). Reminiscing about his 
life as a young publisher in London in the 1820s, Knight wrote in 
his autobiography about the day a ‘huge ungainly Scot’ had walked 
in ‘dressed in a semi-military fashion’ wearing ‘a braided surtout 
and a huge fur cape to his cloak; spluttering forth his unalloyed 
dialect, and somewhat redolent of the whiskey that he could find 
south of the Tweed’.16 Despite his initial misgivings, the man ‘at 
length interested me’, Knight wrote. Out of the many schemes 
for possible books, Knight selected an urban theme, a volume 
about London picking up Mudie’s earlier account of Edinburgh in 
Modern Athens. Babylon the Great, Mudie’s tome about London, 
became a success, and the social criticism of its sequel A Second 
Judgement of Babylon the Great (1829) may even have inspired 
some plot elements of Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837–9).17 
Admittedly, Mudie’s writings on urban life were not immune to 
the prejudices of the time. In particular, his observations on soci-
ety are seriously marred by unwelcome passages which exhibit the 
most horrific antisemitism. Mudie was enigmatic and erratic, his 
well-deserved reputation as a populariser of natural history and 
ornithology needs to be set against some unsettling prejudice, and 
other character flaws.
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Mudie’s stint as a parliamentary reporter introduced him to 
some leading political figures, including Henry Brougham. This 
appears to have led to Mudie’s involvement in the Society for 
the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, which the Edinburgh-born 
Brougham had instituted in 1826 ‘to promote good and cheap 
publications for the working class that had become a reading 
class’.18 Allegedly, Mudie was chosen to write ‘the first published 
number of the Library for the People, on Astronomy’.19 The idea 
of a useful library was exported to America too as the American 
School Library, which included Mudie’s A Popular Guide to 
the Observation of Nature. Mudie’s American success supports 
Broadie’s thesis that the Scottish Enlightenment ‘might indeed 
be considered Scotland’s chief export to America’, and it is also a 
helpful example of what the legacy of the Scottish Enlightenment 
looked like in a nineteenth-century context.20 The ethos of the 
Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge arguably continued 
to guide Mudie’s literary efforts in the decade that followed, which 
saw the publication of his most significant work in popular natural 
history in portable form.

From the 1820s onwards, Mudie was a prolific contributor to 
several fields of enquiry, including history, philosophy, zoology, 
agriculture and the introduction of machinery. One of his more 
notable contributions was a heartfelt appeal for the reform of the 
education of women in The Complete Governess (1826). However, 
his most significant and substantial work was done in natural his-
tory, in works such as The Feathered Tribes of the British Islands 
(1834) and The Natural History of Birds (1836), as well as his four-
part portable series The Heavens (1835), The Earth (1835), The Sea 
(1835), and The Air (1835), and the companion series made up of 
Spring (1837), Summer (1837), Autumn (1837) and Winter (1837). 
Nor should we forget Mudie’s A Popular Guide to the Observation 
of Nature (1832), a paean to observation and the exercise of one’s 
mind. As Mudie wrote, it is 

always dangerous to slight little things, for little things are all 
beginnings; and in obtaining knowledge, and thence enjoy-
ment, it is at the beginning only that we can begin. All those 
beginnings are in nature . . . Any body too, who possesses the 
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organ of sense necessary for the purpose, and will exercise that 
organ, may know those beginnings; and then comes the proper 
exercise of man.21

Mudie went on to say that the ‘neglect of small things is, indeed, 
the grand error, in consequence of which so many pass in igno-
rance and heaviness, that life which nature and art (for after all, 
art is merely the application of nature) are capable of rendering so 
intelligent and so full of happiness’.22 This approach is exemplified 
in Mudie’s brilliant disquisition on the egg: 

the wonderful part of the matter is, that a body of the form 
of a pebble, and consisting of a thin shell of lime, lined with 
a soft membrane, and having within it first a transparent and 
then a yellow jelly, should have the power, by the action of 
heat and air alone, of evolving a vast number of animal organs 
and substances, all differing from each other in different kinds 
of eggs . . . A careful observer may indeed find that there is in 
one part of the transparent jelly a little portion which has more 
consistency than the rest; but still a stretch of fancy is needed 
before it can be called organization of any kind. So that, if a 
person were to be told that out of those jellies there were to be 
evolved bones, and muscles or organs of motion, and nerves for 
sensation . . . and not only keep itself in perfect order and repair 
for its appointed time, but become the source of future beings 
of the same kind, without number and without end, excepting 
from the bar and hindrance of external circumstances: – if a 
person who was ignorant of eggs, and the results of hatching 
were to be told that, or even a small part of it, it would utterly 
shake his belief in the testimony of the narrator.23

Mudie’s works on ornithology were much admired, not least 
for imaginative flights of this sort. His reflections – perhaps 
still unsurpassed – on the bittern were excerpted and antholo-
gised.24 Mudie’s decorative volumes also benefited from the work 
of George Baxter, the ‘first British colour printer on a commer-
cial scale’.25 As such, Mudie’s books are not only educational, 
but works of art in themselves. Indeed, Mudie’s book, A Popular 
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Guide to the Observation of Nature, is a rich, but almost completely 
overlooked, resource for the understanding of nineteenth-century 
landscape painting.26 Harriet Martineau (1802–76) celebrated 
Mudie’s works on natural history as ‘true poems’. When the ‘self-
educated Scotchman . . . wrote about things that he understood’, 
she continued, referring in particular to his works in ornithology, 

he plunged his readers into the depths of nature as the true poet 
alone can do. He is another example, as White of Selborne 
and Audubon were before him, of the indissoluble connexion 
between a nice and appreciative observation of nature and the 
kindling of a spirit of poetry.27

It was as a populariser of science that Mudie truly excelled, accord-
ing to his contemporaries. His writings on natural history were 
read by the landscape painter Thomas Cole, Charles Darwin and 
William Henry Hudson, among others.28

However, Mudie’s range was not limited to natural history or the 
sciences. A series of popular works on philosophy and the place of 
humankind in society bore the stamp of Scotland’s Enlightenment 
legacy: Mental Philosophy (1838), Man, in His Intellectual Faculties 
and Adaptations (1839), Man, in His Relations to Society (1840) and 
Man, as a Moral and Accountable Being (1840). Moreover, Mudie’s 
Natural History of Domestic and Wild Animals (1839) went beyond 
the normal parameters of the naturalist to address specifically the 
influence of animals on human society. His work never lost sight of 
the, sometimes dizzying, interconnectedness and interdependence 
of living beings and their environments as he tried to encourage a 
new generation of British naturalists, indebted to the earlier works 
of the English physico-theologians William Derham (1657–1735) 
and John Ray (1627–1705).29

Mudie’s works had an international reach, and enjoyed some 
celebrity in the United States.30 Even so, there were already 
slights and insinuations about Mudie’s achievement. One com-
mentator lauded Mudie’s oeuvre, for its ‘vigorous originality, and 
long “trails of light”’, but noted too, how it was ‘obscured here and 
there by such obliquities of style as we have already adverted to, 
and which almost invariably characterise a self-educated writer’.31 
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Mudie’s profile was a chequered one. He was recognised as a volu-
minous but rather undisciplined writer and thinker. Even in his 
own time, Mudie managed to remain something of an outsider. 
Some blame this on overwork or his drinking, while others draw 
attention to his financial troubles, or, again, seemingly point to 
the fact that he was self-taught. Others suggest it was due to his 
unclubbability. But, as already mentioned, Mudie was involved 
with the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, as well 
as the Linnean Society of London, and he was also considered a 
notable member of St James’s Ornithological Society, which was 
founded to establish ‘a collection of water birds in the garden of 
St. James’s Park’.32 Indeed, Mudie was as much a populariser as he 
was an original thinker. Although his works influenced several of 
the most notable cultural figures of the nineteenth century, his 
achievement was largely pedagogic. Yet he remains an indispen-
sable figure for understanding the wider effects and aftermath of 
the Scottish Enlightenment. Mudie’s work is well worth revisiting 
in part because of its global impact, evidenced by the articles 
and obituaries that appeared on both sides of the Atlantic fol-
lowing his untimely death in 1842. In the longer run, however, 
his significance faded. Mudie ended up as a tragic anecdote in 
the writings of Virginia Woolf on Jane Carlyle (1801–66) and 
Geraldine Jewsbury (1812–80) in the essay ‘Geraldine and Jane’ 
(1929). An ill-timed attempt at reviving his reputation in the 
years before World War II by the American literature scholar 
Alan Lang Strout did little to aid Mudie’s reintroduction to the 
canon of nineteenth-century letters.33

Yet what might have been remembered as an improbably glori-
ous literary career, ended in tragedy. Broken by a few productive, 
but financially disastrous, years in Winchester, Mudie died des-
titute in Pentonville in 1842, leaving behind his wife, son and 
four daughters. The Spectator wrote: ‘He is dead, and the grave 
has closed over the remains of a Scottish weaver, who in his time, 
triumphing over difficulties and obstacles, instructed and amused 
thousands.’34 Fittingly, the tragedy of Mudie’s surviving wife and 
children was played out in the pages of the periodical press, where 
an appeal was made on their behalf. This was further immortalised 
in the correspondence of the Carlyles, who were both involved in 
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trying to find places for two of Mudie’s daughters. Their exaspera-
tion with the Mudie girls may have contributed later to a slightly 
more negative view of the father’s legacy.35 

From the many varied testimonies of contemporaries – some 
tinctured with mythologising and exaggeration – it is difficult 
to glean a complete picture of Mudie and his accomplishments. 
Mudie, self-taught as he was, was apparently fluent in ancient 
Greek, and his knowledge of geometry supposedly managed to 
impress the Scottish mathematician and professor at Edinburgh 
University, John Playfair. Or was he merely a ‘radical metropoli-
tan hack’, as David Allan refers to him,36 a drunken hack to boot? 
The need for Mudie to move to London may partly have been a 
consequence of the demise of the Enlightenment in Scotland, but 
Mudie’s two decades of success, however precarious, in the English 
capital also suggests that the Enlightenment did indeed live on 
in the ‘murky atmosphere of London’ rather than in what Mudie 
regarded as the deceptively transparent air of Edinburgh.37 Perhaps 
one might best understand Mudie and his writings as a peculiar 
product not only of the Scottish Enlightenment, but of interdis-
ciplinary enquiry in an era before specialisation and scientism 
took hold. Suspended between the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century, between Scotland and England, between Edinburgh and 
London, between Georgian and Victorian culture, between the 
Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment, Mudie’s role was, above 
all, that of an intermediary. 
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Theories of Universal Degeneration in 
Post‑Enlightenment Scotland

Bill Jenkins

The idea that in ancient times there existed a lost civilisation 
boasting both an ideal social order and profound knowledge of the 
natural world has an enduring appeal, from Plato’s Atlantis in the 
fourth century bc to the popular pseudo-archaeology of Erich von 
Däniken and Graham Hancock in the late twentieth century.1 It 
is not, however, an idea normally associated with the nineteenth 
century, an era often typified as having made a quasi-religion of 
progress. It was, after all, the age of the steam engine, the tele-
graph and the explosive growth of new industrial metropolises. 
As David Spadafora has written, ‘[d]uring the first three-quarters 
of the nineteenth century, in particular, the belief in progress 
was widespread and sometimes seemed virtually unchallenged’.2 
In this chapter I will show that belief in degeneration was in fact 
alive and well in the early nineteenth century in the very country 
that had been central to the development of the progressivist the-
ories of conjectural history during the Enlightenment.

As Steven Shapin has pointed out, it was widely taken for 
granted by early modern people that ‘the ancients had better 
knowledge, and more potent technology, than that possessed 
by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries or than any modern 
human beings could have’.3 In his classic account of degeneration-
ism, Victor Harris has traced the idea that the history of the world 
was a story of decay and decline through the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries. According to Harris, ‘[t]he belief that 
the world is decaying, that man has reached the lowest point in his 
corrupt and sinful history, that the end of all is on hand, is almost 
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universally accepted by the second or third decade of the seven-
teenth century’.4 However, Harris also claimed that after around 
1635 ‘the belief in the natural corruption of the world ceased to 
be significant’.5 Spadafora dates the decline of degenerationism 
somewhat later, claiming that ‘the extent of historical pessimism 
. . . began to wane with the end of the Augustan age in the 1730s 
and diminished substantially after about 1760’, as the idea of pro-
gress became ‘the dominant element in the historical outlook of 
the high eighteenth century’.6 However, degenerationism had not 
in fact disappeared forever, but lingered on into the late eight-
eenth century in Scotland before seeing a striking resurgence in 
the early nineteenth century. Most of the major figures of the 
Scottish Enlightenment who addressed the natural history of man 
in their writings were firm believers in progress. As Spadafora has 
chronicled, David Hume, William Robertson, Adam Ferguson, 
James Dunbar, John Millar, Adam Smith and Henry Home, Lord 
Kames, all espoused a broadly progressivist reading of universal 
history, notwithstanding the enduring influence of the cyclical 
schemes of corruption and renewal which underpinned classical 
republican theories of politics.7 The one notable exception, in 
this as in many other ways, was James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, 
whose ideas we will come to later. Among the Scottish literati 
of the second half of the eighteenth century the progressive sta-
dial model of the history of civilisation predominated. William 
Robertson, for example, wrote in his History of America (1777) 
that: ‘In every part of the earth, the progress of man has been 
nearly the same; and we can trace him in his career from the rude 
simplicity of savage life, until he attains the industry, the arts, and 
the elegance of polished society.’8 Ferguson concurred, albeit with 
serious reservations about the cultural consequences of progress, 
in his Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767), where he asserts 
that: ‘Not only the individual advances from infancy to man-
hood, but the species from rudeness to civilization.’9 Adam Smith, 
Ferguson, Millar and Kames all wrote works of conjectural history 
in which they proposed that human civilisation naturally pro-
gressed through three or, more usually, four stages. Although some 
cultures had not progressed beyond the earliest stages of develop-
ment, this was still a universal model of progressive development 
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through which all peoples would pass. Perhaps the clearest expo-
sition of this model of the history of civilisation is given by Adam 
Smith in his ‘Lectures on Jurisprudence’: ‘There are four distinct 
stages which mankind passes through: – 1st, the Age of Hunters; 
2dly, the Age of Shepherds; 3dly, the Age of Agriculture; and 4thly, 
the Age of Commerce.’10

The belief in universal progress in the Enlightenment and 
post-Enlightenment periods rested on three principles. Firstly, the 
world was governed by divine Providence. The hand of a benevo-
lent creator had designed the world in such a way that everything 
was ultimately for the best. Any apparent evil only appeared so 
as a consequence of our limited perspective. As Alexander Pope 
famously wrote in his Essay on Man (1732–4):

All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee;
All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see;
All Discord, Harmony not understood;
All partial Evil, universal Good11

Secondly, the deity worked through the agency of natural laws, 
which were accessible to human reason. The world was there-
fore fundamentally comprehensible. The deity might sometimes 
act to suspend the laws of nature for some specific purpose, but 
such direct intervention was the exception rather than the rule. 
Thirdly, the natural laws tended to bring about progressive change 
and improvement in the world in accordance with the dictates 
of providence. Such improvement was strong evidence for an 
omnipotent and benevolent deity, while at the same time sitting 
uneasily with such specifically Christian doctrines as that of the 
Fall. As we will see, it was those elements of the Christian drama 
most dear to evangelical Christians that were later to cause the 
biggest problems for any system of universal progress.

The best-known exception to the optimistic progressivism 
of the stadial theorists among the philosophers of the Scottish 
Enlightenment was James Burnett, Lord Monboddo. In his Antient 
Metaphysics (1779–99), Monboddo wrote that man had ‘changed 
from what he was in ancient times, in health, strength, and size 
of body, and as the mind is so intimately connected with the 
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body, that the mind also is degenerated in these later times’.12 He 
traced this decline at least as far back as the ancient Egyptians, 
who reached a pinnacle of civilisation never again equalled and 
who were ‘once the fountain and seat of all arts and sciences, 
from which they were propagated all over the world’.13 Although 
Monboddo was noted for his eccentric opinions even in his own 
day, he was not alone in his gloomy view of the history of civili-
sation. David Doig, a noted philologist, scholar and fellow of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh, published two Letters on the Savage 
State, Addressed to the Late Lord Kaims in 1792 in response to 
Kames’s magnum opus of stadial theory, Sketches of the History of 
Man (1774).

Doig, a devout Episcopalian who had studied at the University 
of St Andrews, based his critique of Kames largely on scripture. 
The ‘advertisement’ that prefaces his book makes his motivation 
clear, stating ‘that if mankind were originally savages, the Mosaic 
history must unquestionably be false; and therefore the author was 
flattered with the hope, that his letters, of which the tendency is 
to overturn that hypothesis, might be of some use to the cause of 
revelation’.14 Doig traces all human civilisation to an intellectu-
ally and morally advanced antediluvian race, claiming that 

there did exist, time immemorial, somewhere in the eastern 
parts of the world, a society of people who were never in the 
savage state; but retained the remembrance of the arts and 
inventions which had been known among their ancestors, pre-
vious to a general inundation which had swept away the rest of 
the human race.15

Doig denied that people in the ‘savage state’ could ever progress 
by their own effort, but only through contact with a more civilised 
people, or through ‘a peculiar disposition of Providence’ which 
furnished some chosen individuals with ‘endowments almost 
supernatural, for the purpose of qualifying them for civilizing a 
rude, unpolished world’.16

There is some evidence that Monboddo and Doig were not 
entirely voices in the wilderness in eighteenth-century Scotland. 
In a piece published in the Edinburgh periodical the Lounger in 
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1785, the historian Alexander Fraser Tytler, Lord Woodhouselee, 
complained about 

a set of cynical old men, who are perpetually dinning our ears 
with the praises of times past, who are fond of drawing compar-
isons between the ancients and moderns, much to the dispar-
agement of the latter, and who take a misanthropic delight in 
representing mankind as degenerating from age to age both in 
mental and corporeal endowments.17

As we shall see, the prophets of decline did not fall silent at the 
dawn of the new century, but continued to argue for degeneration 
using many of the same arguments as Monboddo and Doig well 
into the middle of the nineteenth century.

On Monday, 1  March 1841 John Stark stood up at that 
evening’s meeting of the Royal Society of Edinburgh to read a 
paper ‘On the supposed Progress of Human Society from Savage to 
Civilized Life’. Stark was a natural historian and printer who had 
been a friend of Dugald Stewart, the University of Edinburgh’s 
late professor of moral philosophy.18 The paper drew on the writ-
ings of Doig, who was cited as an early critic of Enlightenment 
stadial theory.19 It was later published in the Transactions of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh. Stark explicitly attacked the model of 
the development of human civilisation proposed by Smith, Kames 
and the other stadial theorists, asserting that:

It is a general belief that Man, in his supposed progress from 
Savage to Civilized Life, has passed through three distinct stages 
or periods, each one leading a step forward in the road to social 
improvement. These stages are asserted to be, 1. The Hunter State; 
2. The Pastoral State; and, 3. The Agricultural State. Allusions 
to these different stages crowd the pages of the historian, the 
philosopher, and the poet; and arguments are founded on, and 
deductions drawn from, these states of existence, as if they were 
ultimate truths, neither to be discussed nor dissented from. It is 
the object of this paper to question the existence of these sepa-
rate states, their necessary connection with one another, and the 
end to which ultimately they are supposed to lead.20
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Peter Bowler has noted that ‘[t]he Scottish model of social progress 
implied that all societies began as groups of primitive hunters, but 
such a view was regarded as distinctly unorthodox throughout the 
first half of the nineteenth century. Primitive tribes’ views were 
generally regarded as indications of just how low mankind could 
sink when the gift of divine revelation was lost completely’.21 This 
was certainly the view of Stark, who stated firmly that primitive 
hunters must have degenerated from a higher state of civilisation, 
for ‘if man had been created a degraded being, procuring his scanty 
subsistence from the spontaneous produce of nature, he never 
could, by his unaided exertions, have risen above that state’.22

The first half of the nineteenth century had seen a revival 
of interest in degenerationist interpretations of universal history 
in Scotland. Robert Chambers, author of Vestiges of the Natural 
History of Creation (1844), wrote in that work that ‘[i]t has of late 
years been a favourite notion with many, that the human race 
was at first in a highly civilized state, and that barbarism was a 
secondary condition’.23 While Doig was an Episcopalian, most 
of the degenerationists active in Scotland in the first half of the 
nineteenth century were evangelicals, for whom the rationalistic 
optimism of the Enlightenment literati was anathema. In the first 
half of the nineteenth century the evangelicals were engaged in a 
fierce struggle with the Moderate Party for the soul of the Church 
of Scotland, and indeed the Scottish nation. This conflict was to 
culminate in the Disruption of 1843, which tore the church apart 
and gave birth to the Free Church of Scotland. 

For the evangelicals, the picture of fallen humanity in a world 
cursed by God, which could only be redeemed through divine 
intervention, sat ill with any vision of universal progress. At least 
until the advent of Christianity, the trajectory of sacred history 
seemed to point downwards, falling away from initial prelapsar-
ian perfection. However, the knowledge and wisdom with which 
mankind was endowed by the creator was not believed by degen-
erationist thinkers to have been erased completely at the time of 
the Fall, but to have fallen away gradually over the succeeding 
centuries. Before the Deluge, and even in the first few generations 
afterwards, a level of civilisation existed that was incomparably 
higher than that of later ages. This advanced ancient civilisation 
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was thought to have flourished in the Middle East, considered the 
cradle of humanity, and home to the relatively sophisticated later 
civilisations of Babylon and Egypt. These civilisations had been 
able for a time to retain some of the ancient knowledge.

Stark’s hostility to the idea of progress appears to have been 
largely rooted in theological considerations. His religious affil-
iations are unknown, but the opinions expressed in his paper 
are strongly indicative of evangelical sympathies. It is certainly 
clear that he endorsed a literalist reading of scripture as ‘the most 
ancient, the most rational, and the only true account of the early 
history of our race’, and upheld the centrality of the Fall to the 
Christian interpretation of universal history.24 He also shared the 
evangelical emphasis on the Fall and the subsequent moral and 
intellectual degeneration of the human race; in his paper for the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh he wrote that ‘the Scripture teaches 
that man was, at his creation, not only endowed with all the 
physical perfections belonging to our race in the highest degree, 
but also with all the intellectual information necessary to the hap-
piness and enjoyment of the most perfect human being’ and that 
the subsequent history of civilisation was one of decline from this 
original state of perfection.25 Stark considered that the decline of 
civilisation had been a relatively gradual one, so that even ‘[t]he 
state of society after the Deluge, may thus be considered as one in 
a comparatively high degree of civilization’.26

Proponents of degeneration such as Stark were keen to coun-
ter the influence of popular works of naturalistic progressivism, 
including the influential Constitution of Man, written by the phre-
nologist George Combe. Combe’s book was first published in 
1828. At first it only achieved relatively modest sales, but after the 
publication of a cheap ‘People’s Edition’ in 1835 sales soared and 
Combe’s book became something of a publishing phenomenon. 
By 1860 it had sold 100,000 copies in Great Britain, and another 
200,000 in America.27 Its influence was profound throughout the 
nineteenth century. In 1881 the Liberal politician John Morley 
could write that the principles expressed in Combe’s work ‘have 
now in some shape or form become the accepted commonplaces 
of all rational persons’.28 Combe adopts a progressive view of the 
history of civilisation that clearly owes much to Enlightenment 
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stadial theory. In the ‘People’s Edition’ of the Constitution he 
wrote that:

He [man] adopted savage habits, because his animal propen-
sities were not at first directed by the moral sentiments, or 
enlightened by reflection. He next assumed the condition of the 
barbarian, because his higher powers had made some advance, 
but had not yet attained supremacy; and he now manufactures, 
because his constructive faculties and intellect have given him 
power over physical nature, while his avarice and ambition are 
predominant, and are gratified by such avocations.29

While Combe evidently believed that the latest stage in human 
progress was not accompanied by unalloyed moral improvement, 
he is clear that ‘the civil history of man . . . proclaims the march, 
although often vacillating and slow, of moral and intellectual 
improvement’.30 This progressive model of history is set within 
a clear deistic framework. Progress is built into the fabric of the 
world because ‘the Creator has bestowed definite constitutions 
on physical nature and on man and animals, and that they are 
regulated by fixed laws’.31 His optimistic vision, however, caused 
serious problems for evangelical commentators, who saw it as 
conflicting starkly with the doctrine of the Fall, without which 
Christ’s Atonement and the whole Christian drama were mean-
ingless. Indeed, Combe sets himself up in conscious opposition to 
the evangelical opinion that, as he puts it, ‘the world was perfect 
at first, but fell into derangement, continues in disorder, and does 
not contain within itself the elements of its own rectification’.32

William Scott, a lawyer, evangelical phrenologist and one-time 
associate of Combe was so alarmed by the progressive doctrines 
expressed in the Constitution that he wrote a book-length critique 
of it entitled The Harmony of Phrenology with Scripture (1836).33 
This book proved popular enough for the publisher to bring out 
a second edition the year after its first publication. Scott flatly 
denies that the history of civilisation was progressive: 

as far as any conclusion can be drawn from history, from the 
monuments of ancient art, and other remains of antiquity, we 
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are led irresistibly to the belief, that the most ancient nations 
have been as far, or farther advanced in moral and intellectual 
attainments, than those which succeeded them.34

In contradiction to the stadial model of human history he argues, 
like Stark, that progress from a ‘barbarous’ state is impossible, and 
that ‘no instance can be adduced of any barbarous nation, which, 
by its own unassisted efforts, ever advanced a single step in the 
career of moral and intellectual improvement’.35 The only excep-
tion to this grim picture of degeneration is provided by the influ-
ence of true religion, through which ‘a great and rapid improvement 
has now been going on for centuries, and is still proceeding, in 
those countries which have been brought under the influence of 
Christianity’.36 However, without the influence of true religion, the 
trajectory of human history would point unrelentingly downward.

The apostles of progress did not confine themselves to discuss-
ing the advance of human civilisation. Many, including Combe, 
considered nature to have been imbued from the beginning with 
the principle of progressive development by a benevolent creator. 
According to Combe, the world ‘appears to be arranged in all its 
departments on the principle of slow and progressive improve-
ment. Physical nature itself has undergone many revolutions, 
and apparently has constantly advanced.’37One of Combe’s most 
important disciples was Robert Chambers, author of the evolu-
tionary epic Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844). It 
was Vestiges which did more than any other book in the mid-
nineteenth century to provoke a reaction from the enemies of 
universal progress. Chambers considered there to be a universal 
law of progressive development which had been built into the 
world by the Creator: 

The inorganic has one final comprehensive law, GRAVI
TATION. The organic, the other great department of mun-
dane things, rests in like manner on one law, and that is, 
– DEVELOPMENT. Nor may these after all be twain, but only 
branches of one still more comprehensive law, the expression 
of that unity which man’s wit can scarcely separate from Deity 
itself.
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As Paul Baxter has demonstrated, science became a key battle-
ground for some within the Evangelical Party, including the natural 
historian John Fleming, the geologist Hugh Miller and the natural 
philosopher David Brewster.38 These scientific Evangelicals were 
determined to claim modern science for the side of the angels. The 
development hypothesis was a particular object of their wrath, 
as for them it typified both bad science and bad religion. It also 
struck them as a resurgence of the rationalistic optimism of the 
Edinburgh literati of the previous century that they despised. As 
Miller wrote: ‘Christianity, if the development theory be true, is 
exactly what some of the more extreme Moderate divines of the 
last age used to make it, – an idle and unsightly excrescence on a 
code of morals that would be perfect were it away.’39

Even before the publication of Vestiges, the progressivist vision 
of nature promoted by Jean-Baptiste Lamarck in his Philosophie 
Zoologique (1809) had incurred the wrath of Scottish degenera-
tionists. Stark explicitly critiques Lamarck’s theory of the pro-
gressive development of humans from apes in his paper for the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh, where it was mockingly summarised 
as follows: ‘some species of the Quadrumanous animals, or Apes, 
may, from the exigencies of their situation, have given up their 
natural propensities, and learned to walk, and speak, and think, by 
some fancied necessity of a progressive development of faculties’.40 
However, it was Chambers’s ‘development hypothesis’ that gener-
ated the most pronounced reaction.

Miller went so far as to write an entire volume, Foot-prints of the 
Creator (1849), to counter the insidious influence of Chambers’s 
infidel but wildly popular book and the development hypothesis 
it advocated. In this work Miller suggested that the evidence of 
progress in the history of life revealed by the geological record 
was in fact only the result of the deity’s repeated supernatural 
intervention to create new classes of living things, which then 
degenerated over time.

The lower divisions of the vertebrata preceded the higher; – the 
fish preceded the reptile, the reptile preceded the bird, the bird 
preceded the mammiferous quadruped, and the mammiferous 
quadruped preceded man. And yet, is there one of these great 
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divisions in which, in at least some prominent features, the 
present, through this mysterious element of degradation, is not 
inferior to the past?41

He claimed that the fossil fish of the Old Red Sandstone, which 
he had studied intensively over many years, showed just such a 
pattern of degeneration. He went so far as to explicitly link the 
‘principle of degradation’ in the natural world to the degeneration 
of human civilisation since the Deluge. According to Miller, the 
more recent but more degraded class of fossil fish 

appears in geologic history as does that savage state which cer-
tain philosophers have deemed the original condition of the 
human species, in the history of civilization, when read by 
the light of the Revealed Record, under the shadow of those 
gigantic ruins of the East that date only a few centuries after 
the Flood.

The Evangelical natural philosopher David Brewster painted 
a similar picture of the history of life in his blistering review of 
the fourth edition of Vestiges. Brewster damned Chambers’s pro-
gressivist development hypothesis as ‘poisoning the fountains of 
science, and sapping the foundations of religion’.42 Using the same 
argument that Miller would use in Foot-prints of the Creator, he 
denied that there was any hint of progressive development in the 
fossil record, citing evidence that ‘the oldest fossil fish with which 
geologists are acquainted, is actually one of the highest organi-
zation!’43 Brewster later gave Miller’s Foot-prints of the Creator a 
glowing review. In it he gave his vivid imagination free rein, going 
as far as to speculate that there may have existed creations before 
the present one inhabited by creature of a higher nature even than 
the human race: 

Another creation may lie beneath: – More glorious creatures 
may be entombed there. The mortal coil of beings more lovely, 
more pure, more divine than man, may yet read us the unex-
pected lesson that we have not been the first, and may not be 
the last of the intellectual race.44



148	 bill jenkins

While Brewster did not propose that we were the degenerate 
descendants of these beings, who belonged to a separate crea-
tion, their possible existence underlined the extent to which the 
history of the globe was emphatically not one of constant and 
universal progress.

Two factors conspired to bring about a resurgence of degener-
ationist interpretations of universal history in early nineteenth-
century Scotland. The first was the evangelical revival and the 
polarisation of the Church of Scotland into opposing Evangelical 
and Moderate camps. This gave added prominence to specifically 
evangelical preoccupations with the Fall and Atonement, ele-
ments of the Christian drama that sat uncomfortably in a pro-
gressive universe. The doctrine that in a fallen world change for 
the better could only occur through divine intervention, never 
through humanity’s own efforts, was also an important doctrine 
to the evangelicals. The second factor was the rise of popular 
progressivist philosophies, such as those embodied in the works 
of Combe and Chambers. The popularity of these ideas and the 
impressive sales figures of the Constitution of Man and Vestiges were 
bound to illicit a strong degenerationist reaction among Scottish 
intellectuals with evangelical sympathies.

After mid-century the declining influence of the evangelicals 
and the near hegemony established by progressivist interpreta-
tions of both human and earth history in the wake of the publica-
tion of the Origin of Species in 1859 meant that belief in universal 
degeneration and in the existence of a highly advanced civilisa-
tion in ancient times waned, without ever entirely disappearing. 
The apparent vindication of stadial theory resulting from new 
archaeological discoveries also mortally damaged their intellectual 
respectability.45 One or two individuals, such as George Douglas 
Campbell, the 8th Duke of Argyll, and the astronomer Charles 
Piazzi Smyth, still championed degeneration into the 1860s and 
70s, but they were largely isolated figures whose theories were not 
widely accepted.46 While the idea of decline from a lost golden age 
of civilisation deep in antiquity has remained a staple of popular 
culture and pseudo-archaeological fantasies, it largely disappeared 
from serious debate on the trajectory of world history.
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Robert Knox: The Embittered Scottish 
Anatomist and his Controversial Race 
Science in Mid‑Nineteenth-Century 

Britain

Efram Sera-Shriar

On the evening of Monday, 17 May 1847 a grizzled and middle-
aged Robert Knox was getting ready for a public lecture at Exeter 
Hall in London. For days the British press had been promoting an 
‘extraordinary exhibition’, where spectators would have an oppor-
tunity to see first-hand actual representatives of the San People 
from South Africa and learn about their culture and physiognomy 
from a leading expert in the emerging science of ethnology.1 A 
large and excited audience of several hundred curious patrons 
paid two shillings for the show, and shortly after 8 p.m. Knox took 
to the stage and introduced himself as the ‘infamous anatomist 
Dr Robert Knox’.2 This was no passing remark, but a self-aware 
descriptor of a man who by the late 1840s was one of the more 
controversial figures within the British race sciences. While this 
event may give the impression that Knox was a successful science 
populariser by the middle of the century, in reality he was an out-
lier in the scientific and medical community. But things had not 
always been this way for Knox and during the opening decades of 
the nineteenth century he was one of the most highly regarded 
anatomists and race scientists in Britain. 

Knox began his career during the 1820s as a leading anatomist 
in Edinburgh. However, after revelations in the press exposed 
his involvement with William Burke and William Hare in the 
West Port murders, Knox’s reputation as a respectable man of 
science dwindled. Remembered today as one of the most noto-
rious criminal cases in modern Scottish history, the West Port 
murders were a series of sixteen killings committed over a period 
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of about ten months between 1827 and 1828 in Edinburgh. Burke 
and Hare murdered their victims and sold the corpses to Knox, 
who used them for dissection in his anatomy classes.3 Knox never 
fully recovered from this scandal, and most Victorians saw him as 
a divisive figure. Yet amongst his more devoted former students, 
such as Henry Lonsdale, and some of the more extreme British 
race scientists of the mid-Victorian period, including James Hunt 
and Charles Carter Blake, he maintained a strong following. These 
men continued to praise Knox’s abilities as a scientific observer 
and pedagogue, long after his death in 1862.4 

There is a scarcity of surviving archival material relating to 
Knox’s life and career. He destroyed most of his letters and manu-
scripts before his death in the early 1860s. Even the materials that 
Lonsdale used in writing Knox’s biography are lost.5 What remains 
is Lonsdale’s account from 1870 and Knox’s published works, 
which for the most part he wrote after 1842 when he left Scotland 
deeply embittered. Understanding Knox’s ideas is further compli-
cated because of the scattered and disjointed nature of his writings 
in the period after the loss of his medical career. During the 1840s 
and 1850s he barely lived above a level of pauperism, and he wrote 
most of his books in haste because of his desperate need for money. 

As the chapter will show, although Knox had a brilliant career 
during the earlier part of his life as one of the leading anatomists in 
Britain during the opening decades of the nineteenth century, his 
involvement in the West Port Murders between 1827 and 1828, 
and the scandal that ensued, damaged his reputation, and led to 
his marginalisation within the scientific and medical communi-
ties. He became deeply embittered by these negative experiences, 
which influenced his ethnological writings. Living in poverty, 
Knox used controversy to earn money, but the science that he 
produced had long-lasting and negative consequences. Not only 
was he a vocal proponent of polygenesis, the belief in the multiple 
origins of races, but he was also a staunch critic of developmental-
ism and promoter of biological determinism. His contributions to 
ethnology and anthropology came to define the scientific racism 
of the late Victorian era. The maturation of these abhorrent racial 
ideas was eventually published in his infamous book, The Races of 
Men: A Fragment (1850). 
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Born to a middling-sort family in the area of North Richmond 
Street in Edinburgh in 1791, Knox’s intellectual abilities were 
evident from a young age.6 His father, Robert Knox Sr, was a 
mathematics and natural philosophy teacher at George Heriot’s 
Hospital, and the young Knox was introduced to scientific and 
medical topics from an early age. In 1805 he entered Edinburgh 
High School, where he excelled in his studies and was a dux and 
gold medallist for his schoolwork. After graduation, he enrolled 
in the medical school at the University of Edinburgh, where he 
quickly rose in popularity with his medical peers becoming the 
president of the Royal Medical Society twice before his graduation 
as an MD in 1814.7 

Despite these scholarly successes and immense popularity 
amongst his peers during his medical studies at the university, 
Knox failed his first examination on human anatomy; the sub-
ject in which he would become a leading authority by the mid-
1820s, and which formed the foundation of his later ethnological 
research. It was under the so-called incompetence of the famed 
medical professor Alexander Monro III that Knox failed to ini-
tially acquire a thorough understanding of the physical structure 
of humans. Monro, or Tertius as he is often known, was the third 
generation of his family to hold a professorship in anatomy at the 
University of Edinburgh, after his grandfather and father both 
previously held it. Despite his illustrious family pedigree, Monro’s 
classes were often described as uninspired, and even Charles 
Darwin who studied with him during the mid-1820s remarked 
that Monro ‘made his lectures on human anatomy as dull as he 
was himself’.8 To better prepare himself for his re-examination, 
between 1813 and 1814 Knox studied anatomy at John Barclay’s 
extramural school in Edinburgh. Under the tutelage of the vastly 
superior instruction of Barclay, Knox mastered the subject, and 
in 1814 at his second attempt, he passed his medical exam at the 
university.9

After graduation, Knox undertook a further year of training 
in London at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, where he worked with 
the surgeon John Abernethy. Upon completing these studies, 
he travelled to Belgium where he served as a field surgeon and 
attended the wounded from the Battle of Waterloo. The British 
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Army, impressed by his work, then sent Knox to South Africa 
to act as a surgeon in the Cape colony. But his time in South 
Africa was fraught with scandal, and after an altercation with his 
superior officer, which led to a duel, Knox was discharged from 
his military service and he returned to Edinburgh on Christmas 
day in 1820.10

Things improved quickly for Knox once he was back in 
Scotland. By 1823 he was elected as a Fellow of the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh. He also organised a plan to establish a Museum 
of Comparative Anatomy at the Royal College of Surgeons of 
Edinburgh, which was accepted, and Knox became its first curator. 
By 1825 as his star continued to rise within the Scottish medical 
community, he was offered a partnership by Barclay to join him 
at his anatomy school in Surgeon’s Square, Edinburgh.11 Knox’s 
classes were immensely popular and student enrolment was high. 
He was renowned for his flamboyant teaching style, which was far 
more appealing than the dull lectures Monro was delivering at the 
university. After Barclay’s death in 1826, Knox took over control 
of the anatomy school.12

In November of 1827, Knox’s good fortunes would forever 
change when he purchased a corpse from the serial killers Burke 
and Hare. In total, over the course of a year, Knox acquired six-
teen bodies from the pair, who were eventual captured by the 
authorities in late autumn of 1828. When the full details of Knox’s 
involvement in their murders was revealed publicly, his reputation 
never recovered. Knox avoided prosecution but the medical estab-
lishment in Scotland was quick to ostracise him. After a series 
of personal attacks by various groups in Edinburgh, the Royal 
College of Surgeons pressured Knox to resign from his curator-
ship at their comparative anatomy museum, and several other 
sources of income stopped as a result of his role in the West Port 
murders. By the early 1830s even his school was struggling to 
attract students.13 Things worsened so much for Knox that by the 
early 1840s he was forced to close his school forever. Out of work 
and unable to find employment elsewhere in the city, Knox left 
Edinburgh deeply embittered.14 With his medical career in tatters, 
he turned his attention to race science, where he was still able to 
earn a modest amount of money through his touring lectures and 
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publications. The reason Knox’s race science garnered so much 
attention, however, was not because of its brilliance, but due to its 
highly controversial and extreme nature. 

Knox’s earliest encounter with extra-Europeans occurred 
between 1817 and 1820 when he was stationed as a military 
surgeon in South Africa with the 72nd Highlanders during the 
Cape Frontier Wars. Inside the field hospital Knox gained a 
sound knowledge of human anatomy and physiology, operating 
on European and African casualties of war.15 Outside the hospi-
tal, he gained invaluable natural history experience. As Lonsdale 
explained in his biography, Knox’s experience in Africa had a 
significant impact on his medical and scientific practices because 
it afforded him an opportunity to observe in situ natural history 
specimens. As Lonsdale explained, Knox ‘looked beyond the con-
fines of his hospital engagements’ to explore the ‘the entire natural 
history under his survey’ in the Cape territory, and ethnology was 
central to this naturalistic research.16 

Although he was actively serving as an army surgeon while in 
South Africa, there were often periods where his duties were light. 
Ever the opportunist, Knox seized the chance to observe a broad 
spectrum of people because several different ethnic communities 
from both Europe and Africa came into contact with each other 
in the Cape colony. Lonsdale argued that ‘Early in his African 
experiences the ethnological faculty seemed strongly manifested 
in Knox’, and he meticulously recorded the physical and cul-
tural traits of the indigenous communities he encountered.17 This 
material was incorporated into both his later lectures on race, 
such as his presentation at Exeter Hall in May of 1847, and his 
published work on ethnology. As Lonsdale wrote, ‘a great deal of 
what he saw in Africa came to be worked up in magazine articles, 
whilst the anthropological memorabilia formed interesting details 
for his anatomical classes, and were afterwards woven in graphic 
colours with his “Fragment” on the Races of Men’.18

Knox examined at length the anatomy and physiology of the 
various peoples that populated the world in his Races of Men, and 
he also discussed different cultural practices that were specific 
to each group. The most significant aspect of his book, which 
separated him from other contemporary studies of human races, 
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was that he based several of his racial descriptions on his own 
first-hand observations, collected in the field. For example, Knox 
substantiated his account of the Khoikhoi, or ‘Hottentot’ to use 
Knox’s descriptor, with a mixture of data taken from his own pri-
mary experiences living in South Africa and from the testimonies 
of other travellers.19 This was a considerable departure from the 
work of other ethnologists from the period, such as James Cowles 
Prichard (a Quaker from Bristol who took his medical degree at 
Edinburgh) and Thomas Hodgkin, who were solely reliant on the 
observations of travelling informants to supply them with ethno-
graphic data for their investigations.20 

Knox’s theoretical perspective differed extensively from the 
Prichardian model, and for him race was everything. It not only 
shaped a person’s physical appearance, but also their social behav-
iour. He recognised that such a stance positioned him in opposi-
tion to many of the leading ethnologists of the day and he wrote 
in his preface to Races of Men that:

The ‘Fragment’ I here present to the world has cost me much 
thought and anxiety; the views it contains being so wholly at 
variance with long received doctrines, stereotyped prejudices, 
national delusions, and a physiology and philosophy, if it can 
be so called, as old at least as the Hebrew.21

While masked in a revisionist language that could appear to some 
as an attempt to forward a more progressive interpretation of 
human history, Knox was actually criticising the standard ethno-
logical narrative of development as old-fashioned and obsolete.22 

These contentious remarks were clearly designed to incite a 
response from his readers, and Knox stated that:

The human character, individual and national, is traceable 
solely to the nature of that race to which the individual or 
nation belongs, [this] is a statement which I know must meet 
with the severest opposition. It runs counter to nearly all 
the chronicles of events, called histories; it shocks the the-
ories of statesmen, theologians, [and] philanthropists of all 
shades.23	
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Knox was ruthless in his attack on traditional ethnological prac-
tice, and he referred to figures such as Prichard and the physician 
William Lawrence, who was also an important early progenitor 
of ethnological science, as ‘hack compilers’. Knox argued that 
these scholars based their studies on travellers’ accounts and not 
first-hand evidence. Thus, their mastery of the subject was only 
second-hand. He also argued that these ethnologists were commit-
ted to ‘false doctrines’ such as monogenesis – a theory postulating 
the single origin of humans. As one of the few self-proclaimed 
researchers to have both first-hand experiences observing extra-
European races in situ, combined with being a chief promoter of 
polygenesis, Knox believed that his opponents would omit his 
divergent theories and accounts from their work because it would 
discredit their research.24 

In his introduction, Knox presented a vastly different approach 
to the study of race by forwarding a polygenetic view heavily 
indebted to comparative anatomy and transcendentalism. He 
wrote that ‘Of man’s origin we know nothing correctly; we know 
not when he first appeared in space; [and thus] his place in time, 
then, is unknown.’25 He continued by attacking the chronologies 
of naturalists who attempted to outline the course of human his-
tory, and he stated, ‘how worthless are these chronologies! How 
replete with error human history has been proved to be.’26 For 
Knox, origin theories were a secondary concern for any scientific 
study on humans. Instead, the primary aim for researchers was to 
observe and describe the current form of different races. French 
naturalism was therefore core to Knox’s ethnological praxis.

In 1821 Knox had moved to Paris where he studied compar-
ative anatomy with Georges Cuvier and transcendentalism with 
Étienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire. Knox’s time in France was form-
ative and shaped his theoretical and methodological frameworks. 
For Knox, comparative anatomy provided researchers with a prac-
tical method for organising humans into groups based on simi-
larities and differences, while transcendentalism furnished them 
with a basis for all theories of race. In his book, Great Artists and 
Great Anatomists (1852) Knox praised the contributions of both 
Cuvier and Saint-Hilaire to medicine and science.27 He wrote that 
Cuvier’s comparative anatomy formed ‘the basis of all zoological 



158	 efram sera-shriar

knowledge [or] in other words, to the science of organic beings’.28 
And this was further reinforced when Knox explained the cen-
trality of anatomical training in many of his books. He wrote, for 
example, in his Manual of Human Anatomy (1853) that ‘It is to 
the labours of the anatomy of adult forms that Medicine, Zoology, 
Geology owe their present positions, whatever that may be. For 
the Medicine which appeals not to Anatomy is empiricism; and 
the Zoology not based thereon is not a science.’29 The same set of 
assumptions was extended to Knox’s conception of ethnological 
science. 

Transcendentalism was equally essential to Knox’s race model, 
and he believed there was an underlying structural relationship 
between diverse groups of organisms in nature. His transcenden-
talism was a primary element of his theoretical paradigm for study-
ing races and he wrote that ‘transcendental anatomy, which alone 
of all systems, affords us a glimpse and a hope of a true “theory 
of nature”’.30 Curvier and Saint Hilaire, therefore, both had an 
impact on Knox’s writings regarding human variation. It was evi-
dent that the physical structure of different human groups was the 
cornerstone of Knox’s ethnology. Knox wrote in Races of Men that 
‘The basis of the view I take of man is his physical structure’, and 
he argued that ‘To know this must be the first step in all inquir-
ies into man’s history.’ All abstractions that ignored or underex-
plored this aspect of human variation studies was, in Knox’s view, 
‘erroneous’.31 

Equally important for studying different races, according to 
Knox, were the observational abilities of a researcher. Natural his-
tory training was useful, but to substantiate ethnological knowl-
edge, one had to avoid basing their interpretations solely on a 
priori systems, which Knox claimed could ‘misdirect’ researchers. 
As he explained, so much attention was given to pressing students 
into memorising natural history taxonomies and terminologies at 
the expense of ‘actual observation through the senses’. What anat-
omy instruction should prioritise was a pedagogic programme that 
aimed to enhance ‘the powers of observation’ and emphasise the 
importance of prima facie evidence as the surest source of knowl-
edge.32 Most importantly, however, Knox explained that the lan-
guage of natural history was riddled with political implications. 
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Therefore, its application in ethnological discourse adversely 
affected the interpretation of human difference. 

In Races of Men, Knox argued that ‘Men are of various Races; 
call them Species, if you will; call them permanent Varieties; it 
matters not. The fact, the simple fact, remains just as it was: men 
are of different races.’33 Whether one viewed race as a species or 
variety, so far as Knox was concerned, was unimportant. What 
mattered was that there was a visible difference and it was this 
difference that counted. Thus, the point to emphasise in ethno-
logical accounts was racial distinction. Knox continued by attack-
ing Prichard’s taxonomy, which was based on the classification 
system of the German physician, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach.34 
Knox stated that early on in his career he ‘examined the work 
of Blumenbach, of which the laborious writings of Dr. Prichard 
were an extension’ and saw that it was ‘an imperfect work’.35 This 
criticism was significant, especially given the position Prichardian 
ethnology occupied in British scientific circles. Prichard’s mono-
genetic paradigm for understanding racial diversity was the 
dominant model in Britain at the time, and many ethnological 
researchers viewed him as the figurehead for the budding disci-
pline.36 Knox’s hypercritical attack was targeted and controver-
sial, with the aim of stoking an outcry.

But Knox’s aggressive critique did not end there, and he 
remarked that ‘the philosophic formula of Blumenbach [and by 
extension Prichard] led to no results; explained nothing; investi-
gated no causes’.37 When anatomy was discussed it only focused on 
some areas, such as skull conformation. For Knox, this was insuf-
ficient. Moreover, because Blumenbach and Prichard devoted so 
much attention to a limited study of only certain aspects of human 
anatomy, they failed to suitably explore the importance of human 
physiology and its impact on shaping racial variations. This was 
a significant shortcoming according to Knox, and thus any con-
ception of race based on Blumenbach’s interpretive system for 
understanding human diversity was flawed and incomplete. As 
Knox wrote, Blumenbach’s method ‘left every great physiological 
question unanswered’.38 

Knox wanted to promote a race theory which argued that 
all humans were biologically determined. All immaterial social 
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attributes across different cultures were both secondary to, and 
dependent on physical conditions. Knox argued, for example, 
that if Africans were educated in Britain and enculturated into 
European society, their intellectual abilities and social position 
would never exceed the ‘natural capabilities’ of their race. Even 
if their immersion into a culture influenced their behaviour, he 
still believed they would ultimately remain biologically distinct. 
He wrote, ‘If any one insists that a Negro or Tasmanian accidently 
born in England becomes thereby an Englishman, I yield the point; 
but should he further insist, that he, said Negro or Tasmanian, may 
become also a Saxon or Scandinavian, I must contend against so 
ludicrous an error.’39 Even for the 1850s, Knox’s racial comments 
were extreme and clashed with the more moderate views of many 
of the leading ethnologists at the Ethnological Society of London, 
which was the primary scientific society devoted to race science in 
Britain at the time.40 

Nevertheless, Knox’s brash and extreme approach to race stud-
ies found a following with a new generation of race scientists 
who supported polygenesis. This was a growing community in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, and figures such as Hunt, who 
formed the Anthropological Society of London in 1863 in opposi-
tion to the more moderate research programme of the Ethnological 
Society of London, positioned Knox as a chief theorist for this 
alternative race science. Knox’s emphasis on racial difference and 
biological determinism struck a chord with the more hard-line 
racism of these researchers.41 However, even with this devout fan 
base, Knox’s controversial writings did not go unchallenged, and 
reviews of his book Races of Men were highly critical. 

Knox’s Races of Men met with much scientific and public outcry 
in the British periodical press, and for the most part his methods 
and theories were denounced.42 Many reviews emphasised Knox’s 
disrespect for the British scientific and medical community, and 
in most cases, journals positioned his strong opinions as the 
ideas of an embittered ‘madman’ that were unsubstantiated and 
designed to stoke controversy. In 1850 the Gentleman’s Magazine 
wrote that Knox ‘repels us from a consideration of the great points 
of his work both by his abuse of all men and things which come 
in his way, and the dogmatism of his unsupported assertions’.43 
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The reviewer compared Knox’s work to that of Prichard, and he 
stated that the subject was ‘investigated by Prichard with labo-
rious patience and acuteness’. But Knox’s ethnological science 
was altogether a different story: ‘How different is it in the hands 
of the present writer [Knox]. He rushes to the consideration of 
certain points . . . with a mind full of violent prejudices and in 
a rash presumptuous headlong spirit.’44 This was a powerful crit-
icism that delegitimised Knox’s work as a politically motivated 
rant, while at the same time reinforcing the well-established and 
popular research programme of Prichard and his more moderate 
ethnological model. 

The Gentleman’s Magazine was not alone in finding Knox’s 
attack on science and medicine overpowering and aggressive. In 
1850, a reviewer for the Literary Gazette stated that ‘a wild vein 
of political animosity’ runs through Knox’s Races of Men and his 
writing was ‘more in the style of the triton among the minnows . . . 
than of a man who really must know something of the subject and 
who possesses real merit for his account’.45 In accordance with the 
way in which the Gentleman’s Magazine derided Knox’s abilities as 
a scientific researcher, the Literary Gazette’s reviewer argued that 
Races of Men was an ‘amusing book in many respects’ because so 
many of its claims were unfounded, with almost no evidence to 
support its suppositions.46 Moreover, the reviewer asserted that 
they pitied ‘the poor beginner into whose hands [Knox’s] book 
fell’.47

Another significant criticism levelled at Knox’s Races of Men 
was how poorly the book was organised and structured. The con-
fused nature of the text was partially the result of Knox having to 
publish it in haste. After his medical career fell apart in Scotland, 
he was constantly in desperate need of money. Races of Men was 
rushed because by the end of the 1840s he was living hand to 
mouth and he needed to get the book out as quickly as possible so 
that he could afford lodgings and food. However, as the reviewer 
for the Literary Gazette wrote, the findings in Races of Men were 
difficult for researchers to use. As a text, it was hard to read and 
to navigate the various chapters, as well as to identify impor-
tant passages. As a reference source it had extremely limited 
value.48	
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In 1850, Bentley’s Miscellany also included a disparaging review 
of Knox’s Races of Men. The writer criticised the book because it 
challenged Prichard’s monogenism and use of biblical theories, 
and historical data. The reviewer stated that Knox ‘denied all that 
the Bible asserts as to the origin of man and the beginning of time, 
and calls chronology, sacred or profane, worthless’.49 This, it was 
argued, cut to the core of ethnology’s developmental foundations. 
For the reviewer, Knox’s work was an offensive piece of research, 
which was purposefully outlandish and controversial, and designed 
to anger readers and stoke an emotive response. Bentley’s Miscellany 
found little value in Knox’s writings, and ended its review by stat-
ing, ‘we must close our notice of this offensive book’.50

Fraser’s Magazine also published a negative review of Knox’s 
Races of Men. The reviewer recognised the embittered tone of the 
book and argued that ‘Dr. Knox writes as a man who has a stand-
ing quarrel with all the world.’ So resentful was Knox about his 
current social standing, especially within the scientific and med-
ical community in Britain, that he could not ‘take pen in hand 
without straightway getting into a passion, and placing himself 
towards all who have the audacity to entertain opinions different 
from his own, in an attitude most unfavourable to the percep-
tion and discovery of truth’.51 Even when Knox situated his work 
within a more scientific analysis, his findings were questionable. 
For example, as the reviewer from Fraser’s Magazine stated, Knox 
explained human variation through the ‘application of the tran-
scendental theories’ of French naturalists such as Saint-Hilaire. 
However, Knox’s commitment to these theoretical models was 
‘very exaggerated’ and therefore misplaced.52 

In 1852 Knox received a particularly scathing review from the 
Athenaeum that accused him of tainting the minds of youth with 
his attack on Prichard’s ethnology: 

If he lectured as he writes, it may account for his popularity 
amongst young men entering on their professional career; since 
it is flattering to the vanity of the young to be told how their 
fathers have been led by the nose by great names, and what a 
rare opportunity they have of distinguishing themselves by the 
adoption of ideas altogether new to the world.53
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This was clearly a reference to Knox’s more devout following 
among the newer generation of race scientists in Britain. Figures 
such as Hunt and Blake embraced Knox’s alternative ethnological 
model.54 However, as the Athenaeum contended, a more expe-
rienced and knowledgeable reader would quickly recognise the 
great ‘flaws’ in Knox’s work and understand it to be nothing more 
than propaganda attempting to challenge the established author-
ity of the leading members of the British scientific and medical 
community. The Athenaeum’s reviewer wrote, ‘The mature man 
finds out that he has been deceived: – and his warning to the rising 
generation may perhaps account for the fact of our meeting Dr. 
Knox so often now in literature.’55 One of the main reasons that 
Knox was cited so frequently, according to the Athenaeum, was 
because his work was so controversial.

The Athenaeum’s reviewer went on to attack Knox’s personal 
character, stating that ‘Dr. Knox, in fact writes as a disappointed 
man; and so much that he says is evidently dictated by this spirit 
of disappointment, that his works can in no way be read as guides 
on the subjects which he professes to teach.’56 The article was 
evidently referring to how Knox’s career fell apart because of his 
connection to the Burke and Hare murders. It stated, that 

if Dr. Knox would calmly reflect on his own career and produc-
tions, he would feel that he has lived in a house of a kind of 
glass that would not bear the return of such very large stones as 
he has been freely throwing at the houses of others.57

By the end of the 1850s there was a growing divide within British 
ethnology. On the one hand, figures such as Hodgkin and Robert 
Gordan Latham continued to develop and refine the research field 
by basing their work on the well-established Prichardian model 
that was anchored in monogenism and historical developmental-
ism. On the other hand, a separate group of researchers following 
in the teachings of Knox argued in favour of a polygenetic model, 
based on racially deterministic theories. Reflecting on the clos-
ing years of the 1850s, Hunt, who had become a chief disciple 
of Knox, stated in his 1863 ‘Introductory Address to the Study 
of Anthropology’ that ‘Ethnology as now understood, has quite 



164	 efram sera-shriar

outgrown the narrow basis on which it was started. We must, 
therefore enlarge and deepen our foundations.’58 Hunt continued 
by noting that ‘An attempt has been made to divide all ethnolo-
gists into two parties, monogenists and polygenists: and each party 
is supposed to be bound to support the side to which they may be 
espoused.’59 This evaluation of the state of ethnology in Britain by 
the start of the 1860s marked the beginning of an anthropological 
schism that nearly tore the discipline apart.

In a sense the division to emerge in British race science during 
the middle of the century was heavily influenced by the work of 
Knox. It represents one of his most significant and long-lasting 
legacies in the discipline. Knox’s ideas ushered in a generation of 
researchers who were far more extreme and bigoted in their views 
than the more moderate generation that preceded them. While 
many of these first-generation ethnologists in the nineteenth cen-
tury came from Quaker backgrounds and were committed to phi-
lanthropy and social and racial betterment, the second-generation 
ethnologists were far more irreligious and less concerned with 
social and racial improvement.60 The root of this harsher ethno-
logical model was, to a large extent, shaped by the aggressive and 
rancorous writings of Knox, which was the product of his bitter-
ness after his failed medical career due to his involvement in the 
Burke and Hare murders in the late 1820s. As Knox became more 
desperate for money, he used controversy and racial extremism to 
gain attention and earn a living.
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Thomas Carlyle and the Scottish 
Enlightenment Concept of Sympathy

Joanna Malecka

In The Victorian Eighteenth Century Brian Young noted that 
although Thomas Carlyle was ‘the pre-eminent Victorian sage’, he 
‘was not himself a Victorian, but a product of the closing years of 
the Scottish Enlightenment and of the international atmosphere 
of late Romanticism’. The eighteenth century, Young insisted, 
‘was the age with which [Carlyle] was most determinedly engaged 
with in his writings’.1 This balanced appraisal challenges enduring 
depictions of Carlyle as an anti-Enlightenment figure dismissive of 
eighteenth-century thought.2 

One of the first literary portrayals of Carlyle in terms of his 
estrangement from the Scottish Enlightenment comes from his 
early biographer James Anthony Froude (1818–94). Lionising 
Carlyle in imagery drawn from the Gospels and presenting him as a 
new spiritual leader and reformer,3 Froude deliberately positioned 
Carlyle at a remove from what he perceived to be the despirit-
ualised and predominantly secular discourse of the eighteenth-
century Scottish intelligentsia. Froude’s reading of The French 
Revolution: A History (1837) depicts Carlyle as a disgruntled auld 
licht Calvinist preacher, disgusted with wealth, progress and 
improvement.4 Froude saw Carlyle, who admonished France for 
its recalcitrant Catholicism, as a mouthpiece for the millenarian 
and bitterly sectarian preaching of Edward Irving (1792–1834):

France was the latest instance of the action of the general 
law. France of all modern nations had been the greatest sinner, 
and France had been brought to open judgement. She had been 
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offered light at the Reformation, she would not have it, and it 
had returned upon her as lightning . . . She had preferred to live 
for pleasure and intellectual enlightenment, with a sham for a 
religion, which she maintained and herself disbelieved.5

Elsewhere, however, Froude implicitly celebrates some of the 
main post-Enlightenment ideas in Carlyle’s writing. In ‘History: 
Its Use and Meaning’ (1852), an article which ostensibly responds 
to Carlyle’s Past and Present (1843), Froude catches the gist of 
Carlyle’s meta-historiographical critique of the limits of human 
understanding and the need for breadth of sympathy in historical 
interpretation: 

‘The eye,’ as Mr. Carlyle says, ‘sees only what it brings with it.’ 
Catholics, Protestants, Freethinkers, the superstitious and the 
sceptical, the conservative and the destructive, alike refer us to 
history, all for the confirmation of their own opinions: all, that 
is, to history written from their own point of view, compiled 
by their theory of evidence, interpreted by their theory of life.6

Without openly naming the Enlightenment concept of morality 
embedded in sentiment – derived, of course, from the works of 
Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith and Hume – Froude presents 
Carlyle as its faithful nineteenth-century purveyor. He also por-
trays Carlyle as the inheritor of the Romantic concept of imagina-
tion seen as a creative power capable of bridging the gap between 
the natural world and spiritual reality:

History had driven away the imagination, and made the super-
natural incredible; would it be possible for it to replace what 
it had destroyed, and reunite them again to reality? . . . The 
best English historians [sic], with the one exception of the 
writer whose honoured name we have placed at the head of 
this article – those most admired and read among us, Gibbon, 
for instance, and Macaulay – pretend to give us nothing but a 
picture of human things without God in them, without even 
the proper dignity of humanity in them; a picture of persons 
and of actions which leaves out love and hatred unaffected, our 
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admiration without an object, emotion dormant, and imagina-
tion dead.7

Froude addresses here critically the theory of progress sponsored 
by the Edinburgh Review which regarded imaginative and spiritual 
language as out of place in serious historical writing. In ‘Milton’, 
which he published in the Edinburgh Review in 1825, Thomas 
Macaulay defined rational discourse as devoid of all imagina-
tive and sentimental components: ‘Hence the vocabulary of an 
enlightened society is philosophical, that of a half-civilized people 
is poetical.’ The ‘despotism of the imagination over uncultivated 
minds’, according to Macaulay, in a civilised society must be 
replaced by a scientific and rational discourse:

In an enlightened age there will be much intelligence, much 
science, much philosophy, abundance of just classification and 
subtle analysis, abundance of wit and eloquence, abundance of 
verses, and even of good ones, – but little poetry.8

The Edinburgh Review’s agenda was contested by Blackwood’s 
Magazine, which stressed the role of feeling and imagination – 
derived from the Scottish Enlightenment’s concepts of moral 
sense and sympathy – in interpreting society and culture. Carlyle 
enters these wider cultural and moral conversations via his crit-
icisms of sectarianism and of a narrow definition of rationality; 
themes he identified as the unfinished projects of eighteenth-
century historiography. 

As early as 1829 in an essay on Voltaire, Carlyle pointed out the 
French philosopher’s limitations as a historian. Voltaire’s vision, 
Carlyle contended, was restricted by the narrowly polemical lens 
of his anti-Catholicism: 

[Voltaire] reads History not with the eye of a devout seer, or even 
of a critic; but through a pair of mere anti-Catholic spectacles. 
It is not a mighty drama, enacted on the theatre of Infinitude, 
with Suns for lamps, and Eternity as a background; whose author 
is God, and whose purport and thousandfold moral lead us up to 
the ‘dark with excess of light’ of the Throne of God; but a poor 
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wearisome debating-club dispute, spun through ten centuries, 
between the Encyclopedic and the Sorbonne. Wisdom or folly, 
nobleness or baseness, are merely superstitious or unbelieving.9

Carlyle rehearses here some of the key moments of the post-
Burkean critique of the Enlightenment cult of reason. Burke 
sharpened Humean distrust of rationality until excessive faith 
in human reason emerged as ‘a latter-day variety of enthusi-
asm’.10 This shaped perception of such categories as enthusiasm, 
superstition, and sectarianism (all focal preoccupations of an 
Enlightenment concern for civility and sociability), which now 
came to be seen less as an expression of excessive religiosity than 
as a reflection of unchecked secularism. Speaking to this emi-
nently post-Enlightenment sentiment, Carlyle presents Voltaire’s 
irreligion as a secular reincarnation of the Enlightenment’s chief 
enemy, religious sectarianism. Voltaire, we are told, had unknow-
ingly perpetuated the demons he initially set out to extinguish. 
Enthusiasm was defined by Hume and others before him as the 
error of the Protestant faith, whereas superstition was traditionally 
associated with Catholicism;11 but by reversing these traditional 
categories, Carlyle presents Voltaire’s dismissal of the idea of the 
divine in Catholic religion as a case of secular superstition and 
narrowness of perspective. Here and elsewhere Carlyle calls for 
a broader definition of human rationality, which should allow 
spiritual reflection. Crucially, Voltaire is also criticised for his lack 
of what Carlyle elsewhere sees as the crowning achievement of 
Enlightenment thought – the Scottish concept of sympathy. Not 
only does Voltaire ‘not chaunt any Miserere over human life’, but 
even his humour lacks the more sympathetic notes of the Scottish 
Enlightenment: ‘It grounds itself, not on fond sportful sympa-
thy, but on contempt, or at best on indifference.’12 By depicting 
Voltaire as a ‘perfectly civilised man’, Carlyle also registers a cri-
tique of the powers of civilisation to address humanity’s deepest 
spiritual problems – the chief one being ‘fellow-feeling for human 
sufferings’.13

Rationalised indifference devoid of sympathetic feeling on 
the one hand, and unenlightened religious enthusiasm on the 
other are themes that deeply concern Carlyle’s early essays and 
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literary fiction. The limits and strains of human sympathy are 
the thematic essence of The French Revolution, a work which, as 
Robert M. Maniquis has argued, is a profound re-examination of 
the Calvinist mentality, featuring the ultimate moment of decon-
struction of the original Calvinist idea of fear as a moral force. 
The French Revolution also records the moment of literary and 
ideological death of the classical aesthetic category of the sublime 
in its political contexts, Maniquis claims persuasively: ‘[The French 
Revolution] records the death of the sublime as both a psycho-
logical and political category.’14 By exploding these categories, 
Carlyle undermined the link between sublimity and terror.15

If Carlyle indeed deconstructs and explodes the Gothic sub-
lime in his masterpiece, he offers by way of substitution a return 
to the original eighteenth-century categories of sympathy and 
benevolence conceptualised by the Scottish philosophical tra-
dition. Both ideas are regarded by the Scottish Enlightenment 
thinkers as rooted in rationally examined sentiment and seen as 
fundamental in the universalist project of transcending the reli-
gious schisms and violence of the previous century. Carlyle’s orig-
inality lies in linking a sympathetic re-examination of Scottish 
Presbyterianism to a more compassionate reconsideration of 
the French Revolution. In his sympathetic examination of the 
Scottish Presbyterian history Carlyle is preceded by an array of 
prominent Scottish Romantic writers: Walter Scott’s portrayal 
of the Covenanters in Old Mortality, John Galt’s Ringan Gilhaize 
(1823), and James Hogg’s depiction of the tortured Calvinism in 
The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824). 
Another fundamental influence on Carlyle’s sympathetic 
approach to Scottish Calvinism (and by extension of all humanity 
at its pompous heights of spiritual hypocrisy and its very lowest 
carnal bestiality) is the poetry of Robert Burns characterised by 
Carlyle in an essay published in 1828 as a poet who ‘lives in sym-
pathy’.16 Carlyle recognises the universal appeal of Burns’s poetry 
in his compassionate perception of all human emotions: ‘He has a 
resonance in his bosom for every note of human feeling: the high 
and the low, the sad, the ludicrous, the joyful, are welcome in their 
turns.’17 Burns’s intimate portrayal of a spiritual communion with 
all creation anchored in the enlightened concept of sympathy 
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– distinct from the orthodox Calvinist perception of creation as 
irredeemably damaged – guides Carlyle’s early Romantic texts. In 
particular, Burns’s interpretation of the Book of Job in ‘Address to 
the Deil’ (1786) registers for Carlyle a crucial Romantic possibility 
of a less sectarian and more generous reading of Calvinism:

This is worth several homilies on Mercy; for it is the voice of 
Mercy herself. Burns, indeed, lives in sympathy; his soul rushes 
forth into all realms of being; nothing that has existence can be 
indifferent to him. The very Devil he cannot hate with right 
orthodoxy!18

Burns’s reading of the Book of Job will feature prominently in The 
French Revolution which examines the French nation as a figure 
of suffering Job flooded with superfluous narratives spouting from 
his good-for-nothing comforters (chief among them, the British 
historians and the periodical press).

Carlyle’s early publications in the Edinburgh Review reveal a 
sympathetic and mediating agenda which aimed to bridge the gap 
between contrasting political, religious and social demesnes. Not 
unlike later Sartor Resartus (a quirky mixture of Calvinist conver-
sion narrative and German metaphysics)19 his essay ‘Signs of the 
Times’ (1829) craftily navigates between the Whig terror of reli-
gious and political extremisms on the one hand and a sympathetic 
look at radical culture on the other. Published in the Edinburgh 
Review, ‘Signs of the Times’ is not only Carlyle’s first major text 
addressed specifically at a Whig readership, but is also the outcome 
of his friendship and multiple intellectual exchanges with the 
Edinburgh Review’s editor, Francis Jeffrey (1773–1850). In short, in 
a rhetorical gesture similar to that used in ‘Voltaire’, we are told that 
the Whig intelligentsia inadvertently reproduces the demons of 
the French Revolution which they explicitly strove to extinguish. 
The cure is a radical re-examination of Enlightenment values, 
including an imaginative exploration of Scotland’s own Calvinist 
past and of Calvinism’s role in the Enlightenment project. ‘Signs 
of the Times’ features a sharp critique of the nineteenth-century 
Whig interpretation of Scotland’s Enlightenment legacy. Carlyle 
creatively juxtaposes Jeffrey’s succinct and balanced language 
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with  a Blackwoodian/Irvingite biblical style – such as famously 
utilised in Blackwood’s ‘The Chaldee Manuscript’ (1817) satiris-
ing the Edinburgh Whigs – in order to mock Britain’s assumed 
intellectual superiority over France. 

The opening sentence suggests a commonsensical and anti-
Burkean sentiment that the Edinburgh Review’s readers would have 
found a familiar ground: ‘It is no very good symptom either of 
nations or individuals, that they deal much in vaticination.’20 
Cautiously Carlyle distances himself from the prophetic discourse 
closely associated with religious and political enthusiasm – a style 
for which he himself at various times during his life was admon-
ished both by Jeffrey21 and Macaulay, another major contributor 
to the Edinburgh Review.22 Carlyle for his part described Macaulay 
as ‘a spiritual Hippopotamus’ whom ‘we cheerfully let . . . shine as 
“the sublime of Commonplace”’.23 Macaulay merits here a poet-
ical payment in the kind from Carlyle for his lack of spiritual 
discrimination. As a heavy, awkward and out-of-place character 
in the spiritual realm, Macaulay is a poetic incarnation of the 
commonplace – as far as Carlyle was concerned, the unimagina-
tive contemporary British psyche devoid of wonder and imagina-
tive curiosity.

By openly rejecting prophetic language, then, Carlyle situates 
himself as a writer who endorses the Whigs’ criticism of religious 
enthusiasm. In addition, he rehearses the Romantic anxiety that 
associated sympathy with the corruption of rational powers among 
the masses. Whereas sympathy was originally conceived within 
the Scottish Enlightenment as a force facilitating polite social 
interaction and a means of preventing the descent to enthusiasm, 
it had been redefined in Romantic discourse as a correlate of pop-
ular enthusiasm, leading to irrationality or even madness:

Sympathy has been so rarely the Aaron’s-rod of Truth and 
Virtue, and so often the Enchanter’s-rod of Wickedness and 
Folly! No solitary miscreant, scarcely any solitary maniac, would 
venture on such actions and imaginations, as large communi-
ties of sane men have, in such circumstances, entertained as 
sound wisdom. Witness long scenes of the French Revolution, 
in these late times!24
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Here Carlyle noted the incendiary effects of sympathy and of 
imagination among the masses, with sympathy presented as a pas-
sion in need of rational examination. All this marks common 
ground with the Whig project of curtailing and controlling the 
dangers of popular imagination. In the same vein, for example, 
Jeffrey called for a less partisan and more objective reading of 
recent history. He proposed to draw from the Enlightenment tra-
dition in order to paint large panoramic scenes capable of neatly 
balancing the causes and consequences of historical actions with a 
view to deciphering larger patterns of human behaviour: 

Nor can the story of any time be complete or valuable, unless it 
look before and after, – to the causes and consequences of the 
events which it details, and mark out the period with which 
it is occupied, as part of a greater series, as well as an object of 
separate consideration.25

In some of his more patronising moods, Jeffrey was also prone to 
gratuitously offer a post-factum advice to the French in a bet to 
teach them valuable moral lessons. By reinscribing the French 
Revolution in the history of the gradual progress of civic lib-
erty modelled on British history, he presented the revolution-
ary violence as an easily foreseeable and avoidable occurrence, 
which – had only the French consulted Britain – would have been 
explained to them:

As soon as an appeal was made to force, the decision came to 
be with those by whom force could at all times be commanded. 
Reason and philosophy were discarded; and mere terror and 
brute violence . . . harassed and distracted the misguided 
nation, till, by a natural consummation, they fell under the 
despotic scepter of a military usurper. These consequences, 
we conceive, were obvious, and might have been easily fore-
seen.26	

By the time Carlyle was writing ‘Signs of the Times’, this early 
Whig reading of Revolutionary violence as a regrettable and 
avoidable hiccup on the way to progress, gave way in the 1820s and 
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1830s to a more consistently utilitarian reading of Revolutionary 
terror as a deplorable but apparently unavoidable stage of civil 
progress.27

In ‘Signs of the Times’ Carlyle further inhabits the Whig lan-
guage of progress, reform and religious toleration by ridiculing the 
conservative opposition to the repeal of the Test and Corporation 
Acts. In what follows though, he deconstructs this progressivist 
discourse by craftily juxtaposing the dangerous religious millenari-
anism with the Edinburgh Review’s cherished utilitarianism. Under 
the disguise of attacking the followers of Bentham and James Mill, 
Carlyle is addressing a Whig readership which he sees as the main 
perpetrators of utilitarian ethics:28

At such a period, it was to be expected that the rage of proph-
ecy should be more than usually excited. Accordingly, the 
Millenarians have come forth on the right hand, and the Millites 
on the left. The Fifth-monarchy men prophesy from the Bible, 
and the Utilitarians from Bentham. The one announces that 
the last of the seals is to be opened, positively, in the year 1860; 
and the other assures us that ‘the greatest-happiness principle’ 
is to make a heaven of earth, in a still shorter time.29

Far from remaining uninfected by the Continental enthusiasm and 
better placed to avoid revolutionary excesses than its European 
neighbours, Whiggism, we are told, contains within itself some 
of the seeds of British enthusiasm. Unknowingly, the Edinburgh 
Review is guilty of spreading an ideology which is a thinly masked 
body of superstition, black magic and fortune-telling – all suspect 
wizardry that no respectable Whig should stand by. In a Swiftian 
rhetorical move, Carlyle craftily shifts from a eulogy of Whig 
principles to a sharp critique of all prediction. The utilitarian cal-
culation of the Whigs – seen as false pretension to divine foresight 
– risks undermining the Enlightenment legacy and exposing 
Britain to irrationality. Although presented by Mackinnon as 
defenders of due order against the irrationality of the lower classes, 
the commercial middle classes and the Whig intellectuals are in 
Carlyle’s imagery victims of devilish wizardry, much in need of 
confronting their own demons. 
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Carlyle’s satire on Whig ideology draws from another critic of 
Enlightenment thought and its shortcomings, Jonathan Swift, 
whose writing is one of the main influences during Carlyle’s early 
creative years: Sartor Resartus is chiefly structured around Swift’s 
imagery and rhetoric from A Tale of a Tub, while The French 
Revolution is in many ways a Gothic version of A Modest Proposal. 
‘Signs of the Times’ provides Carlyle’s answer to Swift’s examina-
tion of ‘mechanical’ enthusiasm in the Mechanical Operation of the 
Spirit. Here Swift begins by providing a classical definition of enthu-
siasm as an excess of religious imagination expressed by ‘ejaculating 
the soul, or transporting it beyond the sphere of matter or by uncon-
trolled passions’ which results either in divine prophecy or devilish 
possession. Swift then adds a ‘new’ and uncharted type of enthusi-
asm which he terms ‘mechanical’ which he links not to an excess of 
imagination and feeling, but rather to their wilful suspension: 

But, the fourth method of religious enthusiasm, or launching 
out of the soul, as it is purely an effect of artifice, and mechan-
ick operation, has been sparingly handled, or not at all, by any 
writer . . . It is therefore upon this mechanical operation of the 
spirit, that I mean to treat, as it is at present performed by our 
British workmen.30

Just such unimaginative and soul-numbing effects of the mechani-
sation of human spirit are the hallmark of Carlyle’s early writing. 
In ‘Signs of the Times’ in particular he sees the blind faith in civili-
sation’s powers to answer humanity’s deepest needs as the essence 
of British malady – to be cured by a vigorous awakening of the 
powers of sympathetic feeling via imaginative aesthetics. Carlyle 
challenges the British focus on Continental fanaticism, drawing 
attention instead to Britain’s own homely version of enthusiasm. 
Again, we are reminded that attempts by progressive Whigs to 
exorcise enthusiasm merely reproduce it under a changed guise 
(akin to the short-sighted philanthropy of Dr Guillotine, who 
unknowingly constructs the means by which the revolutionary 
terror will multiply). 

‘Signs of the Times’ is ostensibly a review of W. A. Mackinnon’s 
The Rise, Progress, and Present State of Public Opinion (1828), in 
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which Mackinnon rehearses the stadial model of society as pro-
gress towards more perfect forms of liberty originally developed by 
Adam Smith, William Robertson and Dugald Stewart. Mackinnon 
presents earlier civilisational stages and their moral values as 
incompatible with modern commercial standards. Carlyle instead 
proposes an alternative reading embedded in eighteenth-century 
discussions of moral sense and benevolence. In Carlyle’s read-
ing both rationality and irrationality are intermingled in human 
nature to the point where all attempts at exorcising evil are sus-
pect and nefarious, symptoms of a ‘justified sinner’ mentality. In 
a Romantic reversal of Whig notions concerning the historical 
development of rationality, we are told that history teaches us that 
it is rational to expect regular outbursts of bestiality and fanaticism 
in society since the human proclivity for violence is ultimately 
inextinguishable:

In this mitigated form, however, the distemper is of pretty reg-
ular recurrence; and may be reckoned on at intervals, like other 
natural visitations; so that reasonable men deal with it, as the 
Londoners do with their fogs, – go cautiously out into the grop-
ing crowd, and patiently carry lanterns at noon; knowing, by a 
well-grounded faith, that the sun is still in existence, and will 
one day reappear.31

Reversing the linear Whig reading of history, Carlyle proposes a 
re-examination of the past in order to draw spiritual and moral 
capital from it. By rejecting grand Enlightenment debates around 
‘the Metaphysical and Moral Sciences’32 and narrowing its inter-
ests to institutional, or ‘mechanical’, control over human behav-
iour, Britain risks losing its moral compass. The solution is to 
return to the Enlightenment concept of the moral sense as a uni-
versal human trait, one with the capacity to bridge conflicting 
identities and agendas. Located by Hutcheson in the reflective – 
rather than purely emotional faculties – the moral sense was easily 
aligned with conscience, usefully for Carlyle’s mediation between 
the moral, rational, and emotive powers.33 

Carlyle further ridiculed naïve Whiggish explanations of soci-
ety in terms of a calculus of causes and effects; such empty calcu-
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lations reminded Carlyle of Hudibras, Samuel Butler’s quixotic 
Puritan, and his comically overwrought attempts at explicating 
the universe: ‘for every Why we must have a Wherefore. We have 
our little theory on all human and divine things.’34 By replacing 
Enlightenment debates on the moral sense, and free will with 
an all-too-narrow focus on the institutional and legal aspects of 
human behaviour, Whigs risked imposing only a new set of ideo-
logical traps:

By arguing on the ‘force of circumstances,’ we have argued away 
all force from ourselves; and stand leashed together, uniform in 
dress and movement, like the rowers of some boundless galley. 
This and that may be right and true; but we must not do it. 
Wonderful ‘Force of Public Opinion’!35

In Carlyle’s reading, human behaviour is simply too complex to 
allow for such philosophical calculations. While embracing a view 
of humanity as free and ultimately unpredictable in its behaviour 
– forever poised between good and evil – might seem counterpro-
ductive to political philosophers, the alternative risked alienating 
humanity from an essential free will. The ideology of progress at its 
worst reduces humanity to its animalistic instincts:

Political Philosophers deal exclusively with the Mechanical 
province; and occupying themselves in counting-up and esti-
mating men’s motives, strive by curious checking and balanc-
ing, and other adjustments of Profit and Loss, to guide them to 
their true advantage: while, unfortunately, those same ‘motives’ 
are so innumerable, and so variable in every individual, that 
no really useful conclusion can ever be drawn from their 
enumeration.36

Carlyle’s own reading of history derived from Hume’s scepti-
cism of human understanding and causality. History is ‘an ever-
living, ever-working Chaos of Being, wherein shape after shape 
bodies itself forth from innumerable elements’.37 Carlyle also fol-
lowed Hume in presenting human action as ‘based on Passion and 
Mystery’,38 not the dictates of reason. Historical narrative must 



180	 joanna malecka

eschew causal linearity, and instead present a multiplicity of con-
flicting narratives and warring passions. Witness the parodic chap-
ter titles of Carlyle’s French Revolution: ‘Cause and Effect’, ‘Grilled 
Herrings’, and ‘Mumbo-Jumbo’. Carlyle openly interrogated any 
straightforward causal relationship between historical events: 
‘Alas for our “chains”, or chainlets, of “causes and effects”, which 
we so assiduously track through certain handbreadths of years and 
square miles, when the whole is a broad, deep Immensity.’39

Carlyle’s verdict on contemporary Britain is pessimistic: far 
from being the most civilised of all nations, in the moral and 
spiritual spheres, it lingers far behind other nations:

By our skill in Mechanism, it has come to pass, that in the 
management of external things we excel all other ages; while in 
whatever respects the pure moral nature, in true dignity of soul 
and character, we are perhaps inferior to most civilised ages.40

A return to the enlightened concept of moral sense, benevolence 
and sympathy is Carlyle’s answer to Britain’s current predicament, 
and by extension a sympathetic appreciation of France, including 
a recognition that the French Revolutionary moment had been a 
struggle for the fundamental dignity of every human being:

France was the scene of their fiercest explosion; but the final 
issue was not unfolded in that country: nay, it is not yet any-
where unfolded. Political freedom is hitherto the object of these 
efforts; but they will not and cannot stop there. It is towards 
a higher freedom than mere freedom from oppression by his 
fellow-mortal, that man dimly aims.41

The solemn language introduced here in reference to France 
signals that Carlyle is beginning to work towards an epic depiction 
of the French Revolution, a project closely aligned, we should 
note, with his understanding of the Covenanter movement and 
the history of Scots Presbyterianism. Indeed, Carlyle criticised the 
failure of Scottish Whigs to construct an affirmative interpreta-
tion of the Covenanting past. Instead, Scottish Whigs embraced 
a heavily anglicised interpretation of their own history, which 
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saw Scotland’s Presbyterian past as a saga of bigotry, superstition 
and backwardness. Colin Kidd has persuasively argued that ‘only 
among the Seceders did a full-blown Whig-Presbyterian histori-
ography survive’;42 and it is telling that Carlyle, who came from 
a Seceding background, perceived that prevailing Whig norms 
allowed no place for an imaginative celebration of Calvinism 
and Scotland’s Reformed legacy. When in his Reminiscences 
(1881) Carlyle bitterly criticised Francis Jeffrey’s ‘dead Edinburgh 
Whiggism, Scepticism, and Materialism’,43 arguably he was not 
only registering Jeffrey’s rejection of the spiritual, but also refer-
ring specifically to their disagreement over Scotland’s Presbyterian 
legacy. Indeed, he described Jeffrey as the ‘man whom they have 
kneaded into the shape of an Edinburgh Reviewer, and clothed the 
soul of in Whig formulas’.44 In total, Jeffrey wins only thirty-three 
pages in Carlyle’s Reminiscences – compared to the hundred and 
thirty-four pages dedicated to Edward Irving, a Presbyterian cler-
gyman and author of Signs of the Times (to which Carlyle’s own 
‘Signs of the Times’ is indebted).45 Irving stands out as a heroic 
figure for Carlyle not only because of his Presbyterianism, which 
establishes him imaginatively in the tradition of the ‘venerable . . . 
Old Seceder Clergy’,46 but also because of his early radical ideas 
and sympathetic association with the Glasgow Radical Weavers.47

The title of Irving’s portentous sermon, which Carlyle bor-
rowed, alludes to Matthew 16: 3: ‘O ye hypocrites, ye can discern 
the face of the sky; but can ye not discern the signs of the times?’ 
For both Irving and Carlyle, hypocrisy – mediated too in the case 
of Carlyle via Burns’s Holy Willie’s Prayer – looms large: Britain 
should direct its eyes at its own moral and spiritual problems before 
looking to criticise France. Moreover, Carlyle also imbibes Irving’s 
emphatic message that the deplorable condition of the poor in 
Britain and Europe is a sign of moral and spiritual imbalance 
which cries for heaven’s revenge. According to Irving, the French 
Revolution was an expression of divine judgement upon France 
for its treatment of the poor; and a similar fate awaited Britain if it 
continue to disregard the poor.48

Carlyle’s friendship with another early philosophical radical, 
John Stuart Mill, led him to abandon a projected new ecclesi-
astical history of Scotland. In 1833 Mill had started a series of 
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weekly articles in the Examiner attacking the Whig government. 
In response, in a letter to Mill written in 1833, Carlyle traced 
his critique of the major political and intellectual trends in a dis-
tinctly Presbyterian language:

I recognised your criticism of the poor Whig Ministry almost at 
the second sentence. . . . Unbelieving mediocrity, barren, dead 
and death-giving, speaks itself forth more and more in all they 
do and dream. The true Atheist in these days is the Whig; he 
worships and can worship nothing but Respectability; and this 
he knows, unhappy man, to be – nothing but a two-wheeled 
vehicle! The Tory is an Idolater; the Radical a wild heathen 
Iconoclast: yet neither of them strictly are ‘without God in 
the world’: the one has an infinite hope, the other an infinite 
remembrance; both may be men and not gigmen.49

The political map that Carlyle draws here employs an unmis-
takably Presbyterian imagery: by presenting the radicals as dan-
gerous iconoclasts, he aligns them closely with the figures of the 
leaders of Scottish and European Reformation, Luther, Calvin 
and John Knox. In his masterpiece Carlyle presents Knox as a 
Romantic hero, a radical iconoclast and a destroyer of the false 
depictions of the deity – as well as a symbolic Scottish patron of 
all sans-culottes:

Scottish John Knox, such World-Hero, as we know, sat once 
nevertheless pulling grim-taciturn at the oar of French Galley, 
‘in the Water of Lore;’ and even flung their Virgin-Mary over, 
instead of kissing her, – as ‘a pented bredd,’ or timber Virgin, 
who could naturally swim. So, ye of Château-Vieux, tug 
patiently, not without hope!50

The sympathetic association of the French Revolutionaries with 
the Scottish Reformation leads to the portrayal of the sans-culottes 
as the true heroes of Carlyle’s history, justified in their destruction 
of a political system which had lost sight of them. 

Assessing Carlyle’s agenda which looked to mediate between 
Scottish Presbyterianism, British radicalism and Whig principles, 
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Mill generously recognised in Carlyle a Romantic purveyor of 
human nature via a sympathetic mirroring of feelings:

A deep catholic sympathy with human nature, with all natural 
human feelings, looks out from every page of these volumes; 
justice administered in love, to all kind of human beings, bad 
and good; the most earnest exalted feeling of moral distinc-
tions, with the most generous allowances for whatever partial 
confounding of these distinctions, either natural weakness or 
perverse circumstances can excuse strength, no goodness or 
lovingness, passes unrecognized or unhonoured by him.51

Yet Mill, too, was aware that the philosophical concept of benev-
olence as defined by Hutcheson had become since the 1790s a 
suspect category, not least because of its associations with religious 
enthusiasm and political radicalism; and so he advises his readers 
to ignore Carlyle’s political opinions and focus on the poetic qual-
ities of his sympathetic language.

Carlyle’s sympathetic portrayal of the masses in the French 
Revolution derives from his radical reappraisal of an Enlightenment 
legacy. The tradition of eighteenth-century Scottish moral enquiry 
underpinned his conception of sympathy and his larger cosmopol-
itan vision of what Britain shared with Europe. Yet Carlyle drew 
on the Scottish Enlightenment at a time when its legacy was 
deeply suspect; which serves to bring into sharper focus Carlyle’s 
standing as a serious post-Enlightenment critic of progressive util-
itarian nostrums. 
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Covenanting and Enlightenment in 
Nineteenth-Century Reformed Presbyterian 

Political Theory

Valerie Wallace

The achievements and later sufferings of the seventeenth-century 
Covenanting movement were for two centuries or more a core 
element of Scottish national identity: a pre-Enlightenment phe-
nomenon which retained relevance and a high profile in post-
Enlightenment Scotland.1 The movement emerged when 
Alexander Henderson and Archibald Johnston of Wariston drew 
up the National Covenant of 1638 in protest at Charles I’s attempt 
to bring the Kirk into conformity with the Church of England. 
During the British civil wars of the 1640s, a further measure, 
the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643, served as an alliance 
between Scots Presbyterians and the Long Parliament. During 
the Interregnum and Restoration, the movement dwindled and 
fragmented, though the later Covenanters launched unsuccessful 
uprisings against Charles II and James VII and II, which led to 
further persecution by the Stuart regime.2 Scholars have explored 
Covenanting political thought in considerable depth, unpacking 
the biblical precedents, ideas of social contract, popular sover-
eignty, and the right of resistance to tyrannicide which under-
pinned their public declarations.3 

Covenanting survived into the eighteenth century. Those who 
claimed a Covenanting identity included not only the move-
ment’s formal successors, the United Societies – also known as 
the Cameronians, or, later, Reformed Presbyterians – but also the 
much larger denomination of Seceders, who broke away from the 
Kirk in 1733. Dissatisfied with the Revolution settlement of 1690, 
the Union of 1707 and agrarian change, the United Societies 
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threw down dykes, engaged in smuggling and threatened to rebel 
alongside a group of Jacobites, equally disgruntled but for different 
reasons.4 Covenanting was pushed further to the margins during 
the Enlightenment, as the Moderate literati within the Kirk 
sought to play down the militancy of Presbyterianism’s violent 
past.5 While the example of the Covenanters provided a measure 
of inspiration to Scottish and Irish radicals in the age of revolu-
tions, as John Brims and Ian McBride have respectively argued, 
their uncompromising rigidity proved unconvincing for the polite 
mainstream of Presbyterian society.6

Nevertheless, Covenanting proved remarkably resilient. Active 
Covenanting remained politically relevant in nineteenth-century 
Ireland and the United States where, as Joseph Moore and others 
have shown, it infused political struggles against slavery – a campaign 
which Covenanters in Ireland and Scotland supported – and consti-
tutional struggles to reform the American republic’s secular founda-
tions.7 Nineteenth-century Canada likewise felt the Covenanters’ 
influence, as did Vanuatu (known then by colonists as the New 
Hebrides) where Covenanter missionaries strived simultaneously 
to abolish the Pacific labour trade and establish a ‘Christocracy’ 
under Britain’s flag.8 In the nineteenth century Covenanting was a 
vibrant transatlantic – and global – phenomenon.9 

In Scotland – a crucial node within this Covenanting network 
about which we know comparatively little – the ‘anti-government 
men’, as they were nicknamed by their critics, remained a potent 
force.10 Like their brethren in Ireland and North America, 
Scottish Covenanters remained committed to the centuries-old 
Covenants. By the end of the eighteenth century, members of 
the church had come round to paying taxes to an uncovenanted, 
Erastian state, and to engaging with its civil and criminal courts, 
but they still refused to acknowledge that state’s legitimacy. 
Nations fortunate to enjoy the light of revelation and the ordi-
nance of civil government were under an obligation, it was argued, 
to frame their constitutions according to God’s will. If not, then 
Covenanting theories justified civil disobedience towards such 
ungodly and defective regimes.11 

The Covenanters’ political ideology was riddled with ironies 
and, from our vantage point, inconsistencies. They testified against 
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slavery – ‘hostile to the rights of common humanity, contrary to 
moral justice, and at variance with the maxims of revealed reli-
gion’12 – and supported near universal suffrage (though their posi-
tion on women’s voting rights was not explicit), yet they argued 
that Catholics were ‘morally disqualified’ from sitting in parlia-
ment or holding government office.13 They approved of Chartism 
but as a means to achieve a third reformation following which only 
the faithful would be saved.14 The Rev. Peter Macindoe (1794–
1850), a chief apologist for the Covenanters, argued forcefully 
that electing rulers was ‘a duty enforced by moral obligations’,15 
yet – until 1863 – the church banned its members from exercising 
the vote which, following the Reform Act in 1832, many of them 
acquired for the first time.16

Victorian Covenanters seemed to observers to occupy a kind of 
time capsule. As Moore has argued, they ‘displayed a remarkable 
continuity across time and space’.17 As far as the Covenanters 
were concerned, the Covenants were ‘binding not only on the 
original Covenanters but on their posterity, who were represented 
by them, until such time as the object for which they were formed 
has been accomplished’.18 In 1834, a contributor to the Scottish 
Advocate, a Scottish Covenanter periodical, explicitly compared 
the modern Whigs with the ‘Reformers’ of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries and found the former wanting. Though 
the Whigs had extended the franchise, reformed the national 
churches, reduced taxation and abolished monopolies, they had 
failed to abolish church patronage, institute a system of scriptural 
education, or base policy on biblical precepts. Some MPs were pro-
fessed deists, while cabinet dinners were held on the sabbath. The 
seventeenth-century reformers on the other hand, who had in the 
Solemn League and Covenant pledged the ‘extirpation of popery 
and prelacy’, deserved to be honoured for their political piety.19 
Looking back in 1840 on the effects of Catholic emancipation 
– the alleged threatening advance of Catholicism at home and 
abroad – the Covenanters declared Britain’s safety to lie ‘in retir-
ing back upon the principles of 1638’.20 The habits of mind of the 
Covenanters, who engaged in a centuries-old ritual of publicly 
testifying against the state, through Covenant renewal and fast-
ing, are, it might be argued, key to understanding their political 



190	 valerie  wallace

ideology. In 1868, the Rev. Alexander Moore, a Covenanter mis-
sionary from Belfast to Geelong, Victoria, was described by one 
critic as ‘a perfect Rip Van Winkle, who has slept for, not one, but 
two centuries, and has let the development of human thought pass 
over him in vain’.21

But were the nineteenth-century Covenanters really so 
unchanged? While in certain obvious ways they clung to the 
past, in other ways their thought was decidedly modern. A sub-
culture with seventeenth-century roots, Covenanting was sus-
tained by engagement with, and refutation of, Enlightenment 
thinking. Peter Macindoe’s key treatise, The Application of 
Scriptural Principles to Political Government (1831), on which this 
chapter will largely focus, engaged with the leading thinkers of 
Enlightenment Scotland, England and beyond: Ferguson, Smith, 
Montesquieu, De Lolme, Blackstone, Stewart, Mackintosh, 
Paley and Bentham, to name a few. Perhaps surprisingly, several 
modern thinkers from the Enlightenment era are prominent in 
Macindoe’s text, while early Covenanting theorists like Samuel 
Rutherford or Restoration polemicists like Alexander Shields do 
not appear at all. 

According to Caroline Erskine, Restoration Covenanters like 
Shields wrote for a persecuted minority rather than for the broader 
commonwealth. The political theory of Restoration Covenanting 
was intellectually weak, wild and eccentric, Erskine contends – 
a ‘closed system’, a ‘dead end’ – which had little appeal in the 
eighteenth century beyond Covenanting circles.22 In the early 
nineteenth century, the system was more open, as Macindoe con-
sciously directed his treatise to the political community beyond 
the Covenanter church. Macindoe employed the language of 
‘enlightenment’ in his text thirty-seven times, which did not then 
have its present associations; but in a further complication and 
to ensure his ideas obtained ‘a fair hearing’, he peppered his work 
with extracts from ‘some of the most distinguished divines, moral-
ists, and civilians’ from the period.23 Macindoe primarily empha-
sised the illumination of the ‘better light of Revelation’,24 yet, 
ironically, did not entirely exclude what we now think of as the 
Enlightenment, though it played a secondary role in his thinking. 
No one, said Macindoe, is permitted to follow the 
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feeble glimmering light of nature instead of the full blaze of 
revelation . . . however copious his intellectual acquirements, 
and however well qualified to explore the interesting regions of 
natural science, with the lamp of genius, and the light of obser-
vation, he has no right to elevate his fallible judgement above 
the unerring Mind of the Deity, or to prefer the crude notions 
suggested by natural reason, to the certain truths developed in 
the oracles of inspiration.25

Macindoe disdained rationalism, but also utilised Enlightenment 
arguments from the spheres of political and economic thought on 
behalf of a strangely intolerant form of liberty. 

Nineteenth-century Scottish Covenanters, now known as 
Reformed Presbyterians, were not a large body. The Reformed 
Presbyterian Church was most popular in the south-west and 
west-central regions and by the mid-nineteenth century had 
thirty-seven ordained clergymen in six presbyteries ministering to 
just under 7,000 communicants.26 But the size of the RP church 
belies its influence. The 1838 report of the commissioners of reli-
gious instruction in Scotland suggests that there were undoubtedly 
more hearers in the church than there were official members. It 
recorded that a new RP congregation had been established in 
Dundee in 1831. While there were only fifty-two communicants, 
between 200 and 250 people attended the church on average 
(while about 7,000 attended the local Kirk). The congregation 
currently met in the hall of the masonic lodge, but a new place 
of worship with space for 650 people was in the process of being 
built. In Stirling, around 400 people were in the habit of attending 
the RP church of the Rev. William Stevenson. The congregation 
had been established in 1775 but its numbers had grown by about 
one third since 1832. The bulk of hearers came from the ‘poor 
and working classes’ and travelled to attend from as far away as 
Comrie, a distance of about twenty-five miles.27 The Rev. William 
Symington, RP minister in Stranraer and then Glasgow, was also 
popular; people queued outside to hear him preach. Owing to 
‘increasing demands for seats in the Meeting House’ in Glasgow, 
which in 1814 held 600 people, a new church with space for 1,100 
people was built in Great Hamilton Street (now London Road).28
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The church had its own theological seminary which Peter 
Macindoe began attending in 1814 after he graduated from the 
University of Glasgow with an MA. He studied there until 1817 
under the Rev. John Macmillan. Students at the hall attended 
four or five sessions, each lasting seven weeks. A typical formal 
teaching day lasted for six hours: students were quizzed on the pro-
fessor’s lectures, read scripture in Greek and Hebrew and wrote a 
weekly essay.29 Like his fellow RP minister in New York, the Rev. 
Alexander McLeod (1774–1833), Macindoe was well-educated 
and ‘intellectually refined’ and thus had broader appeal than some 
of his peers.30 He emerged as one of the church’s most articulate 
defenders. In 1819 he became RP minister of Chirnside – close 
to Ninewells House, the childhood home of David Hume – and 
later Kilmarnock. He edited two of the church’s periodicals – the 
Scottish Advocate and the Scottish Presbyterian – and published sev-
eral pamphlets in defence of the church’s position. 

Macindoe’s major publication, The Application of Scriptural 
Principles to Political Government Essential to the Piety, Virtue, 
Order, Freedom, and Prosperity of Christian States, was published 
in Edinburgh in 1831 by Thomas Nelson and Peter Brown. 
Macindoe was writing the book in September 1831 just as the 
House of Commons was passing a second parliamentary reform 
bill and he finished it in November. Macindoe’s timing suggests 
that he intended his treatise to be an intervention in the reform 
debate. As a religious minister, Macindoe saw himself as a polit-
ical actor. All citizens, he wrote, ‘are bound to remonstrate with 
their rulers on the evils they commit’. But religious ministers, as 
the ‘guardians of divine truth, pure morality, and rational lib-
erty’, had a particular obligation.31 Max Skjönsberg has recently 
called on historians of political thought to pay greater attention 
to political action – to parliamentarism, in particular.32 But histo-
rians of political thought must pay attention to religious contexts 
and religious actions as well. Sermons, denominational magazines, 
church testimonies and ecclesiological treatises were political as 
well as religious texts; sacred Covenants and fasts – accompanied 
by printed declarations against the wrongs of the commonwealth 
– were political as well as spiritual rituals.33 For Macindoe (and 
others) politics were intrinsically religious. Like many of his con-
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temporaries Macindoe was intent on ensuring that parliament 
properly mirrored the nation, but parliamentary reform was not an 
end in itself.34 His chief concern – and the concern of his many 
admirers – was strengthening the state’s bond with the church and 
fostering morality as prescribed by the Bible.

Macindoe continued in the Application the Scottish Reformed 
tradition of ‘intensive mining of the Old Testament’. Like the 
seventeenth-century Covenanters, Macindoe regarded the Bible 
– the Application’s key source – as ‘the definitive sourcebook for 
Protestant politics’.35 He drew inspiration too from his contem-
porary RP polemicists, particularly Alexander McLeod, as well 
as from the early leader of America’s second great awakening, 
Timothy Dwight (1752–1817), a proponent of evangelical 
orthodoxy and the most frequently cited near contemporary in 
Macindoe’s text. Like his seventeenth-century Covenanting fore-
bears, Macindoe also relied on George Buchanan’s seminal De 
Jure Regni Apud Scotus (1579). Macindoe sounded many of the 
same notes as his ancestors, dwelling in his book on favourite 
Covenanting themes: the moral foundations of civil government, 
popular sovereignty and the right of resistance to bad rulers. One 
can certainly discern traditional continuities in Macindoe’s text.

Nevertheless, the content and structure of Macindoe’s book 
were indebted not just to the Covenants, but to seventeenth-
century theorists from the Whig canon – most notably, John 
Locke – and to late Enlightenment thinkers of a more progressive 
cast. He began his treatise with a chapter devoted to a prominent 
theme in enlightened thought – the importance of the diffusion 
of knowledge. Macindoe argued that all classes in society, even 
the lowest, had a right to access political information. Rebutting 
contemporaries who argued that the lower orders were too uned-
ucated and mentally ill-equipped to merit the elective franchise, 
Macindoe declared that God had bestowed on every man the abil-
ity to understand politics: ‘all men are born on an equal footing as 
to political rights . . . all have by nature the same original powers, 
intellectual, moral, and physical . . . the poor have minds as pre-
cious in the sight of God as those of which the rich can boast’.36 
Macindoe also remonstrated against the imposition of taxes on 
the press. If the free circulation of knowledge was restricted and 
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the acquisition of knowledge discouraged, society risked regress-
ing to ‘those dark ages of stupid intolerance’. Macindoe berated 
rulers for not doing more in aid of the ‘true enlightenment’ of the 
people. It was their duty to remove all restrictions that ‘fetter the 
powers of the mind’.37

The lower classes must be well-informed, Macindoe insisted, for 
they were integral to the political system. Categorically rejecting 
the ‘dangerous dogma’ of the divine right of kings, Macindoe, 
drawing on Buchanan, argued that government originated, under 
the Supreme Being, with ‘mankind’ (or, the ‘people’), ‘compos-
ing various ranks’, who had an ‘inalienable right to dictate the 
constitution, according to which they shall be governed’. As 
Mackintosh had convincingly demonstrated in Vindiciae Gallicae 
(1791) – a text which Macindoe lauded – the revolution of 1688–9 
had cemented the right of the people to frame the government 
and bestow the Crown. The people had an inalienable right to 
elect their rulers.38 Macindoe hinted that, like his brethren in the 
United States and his Cameronian ancestors, he preferred repub-
lican to monarchical rule – closer to his idea of the ideal popular 
government – pointing to the economical republican administra-
tion across the Atlantic.39 But he dodged the question by stating 
that Britain was lucky enough to enjoy an elective monarchy.40 
Refuting Burke, who had maintained that ‘the constitution of a 
country being once settled upon some compact, tacit or expressed, 
there is no power existing of force to alter it without the breach 
of the covenant’, Macindoe, the Covenanter, unconscious of the 
irony, insisted that the people had the right also to amend and 
improve the constitution. Quoting Ferguson, who had proclaimed 
that ‘men are destined to improve on their lot’, Macindoe argued 
that ‘laws made in darker times’ should be accommodated ‘to the 
altered circumstances of modern society’.41

Drawing on Mackintosh (as well as De Lolme and others), 
Macindoe argued that civil government should be divided between 
legislative, executive and judicial branches, providing the execu-
tive was cheap, had few prerogatives and was always subservient 
to the legislative branch. As Ferguson and Mackintosh had made 
clear, Macindoe wrote, the legislative branch was the supreme 
power in the state which collected the general will and to which 
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people of every rank should have an active share. Historically, the 
monarchy and nobility had enjoyed too much political influence. 
The House of Commons, as Burke had argued, should express the 
feelings of the nation. It ‘is the undoubted right of the commu-
nity’, Macindoe contended, ‘to elect their representatives in the 
legislature’.42

How should this be achieved? Macindoe’s views on representa-
tion may have been influenced once more by Mackintosh, who had 
argued that parliament should reflect the diversity of the nation’s 
classes and interests. Similarly, Macindoe argued that the influ-
ence of property owners should be secured but that the interests of 
the labouring classes – who formed a significant proportion of RP 
congregations, according to the commissioners’ report – should 
also be protected: ‘Surely, if the legislature should represent all the 
elements of power in the kingdom, land, money, trade, learning, 
intelligence – is it just to exclude the physical strength, by which 
its wealth is created, its battles fought, and its honours upheld?’ 
But Macindoe, unlike Mackintosh, was prepared to accept near 
universal suffrage – only excluding criminals, paupers and those 
he termed ‘imbeciles’.43 Seeking to counter arguments in favour of 
universal and uniform suffrage, Mackintosh had warned that the 
labouring classes were a ‘perpetual majority’; if representation was 
‘proportioned to numbers alone’, every other interest in society 
would be ‘placed at the disposal of the multitude’.44 Macindoe’s 
view was different: 

we cannot but think, that population ought chiefly to regu-
late the number of representatives which any district delegates. 
Will any one argue, that five millions of active men – the 
working classes who have no other property than their labour 
– are of little value in the state? Will any one say, that their 
political rights deserve no protection, and their just wishes no 
deference?45

Macindoe seems to have been less fearful than Mackintosh of 
empowering the perpetual majority. Yet he too was apprehensive 
of unbridled democracy, though for different reasons. According 
to Macindoe, the sovereignty of the people was limited. The 
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notion of popular sovereignty, Macindoe maintained, was ‘often 
used to signify sovereignty uncontrolled by precepts of scriptural 
morality’. The ‘modern notion’ that ‘any government which is 
approved by the majority of the inhabitants in a country is the 
moral institution of Heaven’ was groundless. Public opinion was 
not infallible; it had to be amenable to divine revelation. The will 
of the people, another RP text stated, is ‘bounded by moral limits, 
even in the exercise of the elective franchise. The absolutism of 
the few is not more to be dreaded, than the appalling despotism 
of the many.’46 Macindoe, it could be said, here developed an idea 
first expressed in the Queensferry paper – a Cameronian docu-
ment from 1680 – which had argued that government should be 
founded on the word of God rather than on ‘a plurality of votes’.47 

Macindoe insisted that, like public opinion, utility was a false 
standard – reducing moral questions in politics to calculations 
of expediency was unconscionable, in Macindoe’s mind. The 
Bible was the true standard of political government. Nevertheless, 
Macindoe did not, like the authors of the Queensferry paper, aim 
at establishing a theocracy which executed biblical commands. 
Rather, he sought to reconcile the principle of utilitarianism with 
maxims from scripture. Indeed, he embraced Bentham’s funda-
mental principle: ‘We prefer’, wrote Macindoe, ‘the broad princi-
ple that the public good, or, in other words, the greatest possible 
happiness of the greatest possible number, is the legitimate object 
at which government should aim.’ As Adam Smith had pointed 
out in the Theory of Moral Sentiments, noted Macindoe, histori-
cally princes had been arrogant and had ruled in their own inter-
est. Thankfully, as Stewart’s Elements had made clear, legislating 
had now been reduced to a science helping statesmen to under-
stand how to govern wisely. On this Macindoe quoted directly 
from Bentham’s An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
Legislation, volume I: ‘the happiness of the individuals of whom a 
community is composed, that is, their pleasures and their security, 
is the end, and the sole end, which the legislator ought to have in 
view’. God, Macindoe maintained, had expressed the same view 
in Rom. 13: 4: ‘He is the minister of God to thee for good.’ The 
Deity, Macindoe insisted, willed ‘the greatest possible happiness 
to his rational creatures’.48
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When the government failed to achieve the ends for which it 
had been established, the people had the right to resist – in the 
first instance by petition and in the last by force and revolution. 
Indeed, it was the duty of the people to resist a government which 
had ceased adequately to perform the duties prescribed to it: ‘when 
civil power degenerates into despotism’, it was declared, ‘it ceases 
to be the moral ordinance of God for good to man. The abuse of 
power, in certain cases, forfeits the use; and the people may justly 
plead exemption from allegiance to their sovereign when he dar-
ingly violates constitutional laws.’49

In stressing the right of the populace to resist, Macindoe sounded 
a familiar Covenanting refrain. James Stewart of Goodtrees had in 
Jus Populi Vindicatum (1669) argued that the populace – not just 
the ‘inferior magistrates’, or nobility, as Buchanan and Rutherford 
had argued – could resist even when their representatives in par-
liament chose not to. Members of parliament were merely trus-
tees, and the people had the right to protect themselves when 
their MPs betrayed the commonwealth.50 Macindoe, it might be 
said, echoed Stewart when he insisted that MPs were entitled 
to ‘conscientious obedience’ only when they governed with the 
consent and unbiased suffrages of the people. Otherwise, it was 
‘virtuous resistance’ to throw back in their faces the ‘legal fetters’ 
that they had forged.51

Yet Macindoe did not cite Stewart or any Covenanting theorist 
when making his argument on the right of the populace to resist. 
Instead, he drew on Blackstone. The last auxiliary right which 
Englishmen possessed, Blackstone had declared, was the right to 
bear arms in their own defence. Legislation at the Revolution 
of 1688–9 had affirmed this right by underlining the ‘natural 
right of resistance and self-preservation, when the sanctions of 
society and laws are found insufficient to restrain the violence 
of oppression’. Resistance was justified, Macindoe argued, when 
tyranny threatened liberty of conscience, discouraged the ‘free 
circulation of knowledge’, and dampened the ‘ardour of scientific 
discovery, useful invention, and commercial enterprise’. It was 
also unconscionable to endorse rule that contravened the law 
of God. But when was force justified? Macindoe here drew on 
Locke, Robertson, Paley, Burke, Mackintosh and Thomas Brown 
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to contend that this question was one of ‘extreme delicacy’. Force 
could be justified only as a last resort – when tyranny was extreme, 
when gentler means had failed and when success – and thus little 
bloodshed – was likely. Even when government was executed 
immorally, the pious minority would testify against the regime 
in peace.52 Macindoe was keen to disprove allegations that the 
RPs were disloyal to the Crown, and insisted on the peaceful 
and respectful nature of their protest against the government.53 
The Covenanters had evidently travelled far from the terrain 
of the mountain preachers of the ‘killing time’. Was Macindoe 
really another ‘Rip Van Winkle’? Hardly. His engagement in the 
Application with a range of enlightened thinkers demonstrates that 
Macindoe was wide awake. 

When in 1826 the RP church launched its first periodical – the 
Reformed Presbyterian Monitor – an ‘ill-natured student’ scornfully 
‘dissected’ the first issue in a Glasgow shop.54 Another contempo-
rary described the political values of the RP church as the ‘most 
radical and revolutionary on earth’.55 Clearly not everyone was 
a fan. Yet, when Macindoe’s treatise appeared, it was generally 
well received by mainstream Presbyterianism. The Presbyterian 
Review, recently labelled ‘one of the most important sources for 
Evangelical thought within the Church of Scotland before the 
Disruption’,56 described it as a ‘valuable and seasonable treatise 
on a much neglected but most momentous subject’;57 while the 
Edinburgh Christian Instructor, another important evangelical 
organ initially edited by the Rev. Andrew Thomson, leader of 
the Evangelicals in the Kirk, called for its wide distribution.58 
The Scottish Guardian newspaper, meanwhile, which reflected 
middle-class Church of Scotland views, declared the RP church 
to be ‘much better informed on the scriptural principles of gov-
ernments and churches than the established Church’. The ‘old 
true-blue Covenanters’, it proclaimed, were ‘once more taking the 
field – coming down from the hills where once they successfully 
fought the battle of religion and liberty, to our great manufactur-
ing cities’.59

The RPs were certainly eccentric, yet, as the royal commission 
reported, they were becoming increasingly popular and increas-
ingly respectable. Indeed, the late Georgian and early Victorian 
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period was in many ways another Covenanting moment. In an age 
of rampant evangelicalism, many Scots became hugely attracted 
by the romanticised narrative of the seventeenth-century 
Covenanting past. Thousands of people attended the unveiling 
of monuments to the Cameronians of the so-called ‘killing time’; 
this type of commemoration was now a ‘multi-denominational 
and national activity’60 when just over a century before the first 
monuments to the Cameronians had been the product and mani-
festation of fringe militancy.61 The Enlightenment Kirk had done 
its best to detach itself from the Covenants, but they remained 
a significant influence in Scottish religious life. And now, many 
Evangelicals shared Macindoe’s views on the moral foundation 
to civil government. Political discussion suffused religious debate; 
Scottish Presbyterians were keenly aware that parliamentary 
reform would have a direct bearing on slavery abolition, the reform 
of church patronage – a grievance which mobilised the Scottish 
Presbyterian population for around 150 years – and the future 
relationship between church and state. It was becoming increas-
ingly difficult to distinguish Covenanting politics from those of 
the Presbyterian mainstream. When the bulk of the Reformed 
Presbyterian Church united with the Free Church in 1876, one 
member declared that in all important matters the principles of 
the two churches were identical.62

The Covenanters’ resurgence, it might be said, demonstrates 
that the Enlightenment, to which, on the face of it, the RPs were 
seemingly impervious, had well and truly died. The popularity 
of the Covenanters might be regarded as a sort of bellwether, 
indicating the rise and fall of tolerant, enlightened thought. 
Yet, on closer inspection, it turns out that the thinking of the 
Covenanters, as expressed by their chief apologist, the Rev. Peter 
Macindoe, is indicative not of the Enlightenment’s death but of 
its afterlife.

Indeed, in light of Thomas Ahnert’s reassessment of the 
Scottish Enlightenment’s moral culture, Macindoe’s reliance on 
Enlightenment thinkers, which was not just strategic, is not so 
surprising after all. The Moderate literati at the Enlightenment’s 
height, though they had rejected the need for doctrinal standards – 
a view which was anathema to Macindoe – still regarded scripture 
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as a ‘practical manual for regeneration’ to aid in the reform of con-
duct. The literati had been, like Macindoe, sceptical about a nat-
ural religion of reason and believed that salvation was impossible 
and secular morality incomplete ‘without some form of divinely 
revealed faith’. Macindoe drew on these ideas in his treatise. His 
contention that the Bible should constitute the moral standard 
of government was indebted to Dugald Stewart. As Stewart had 
shown, argued Macindoe, God had implanted in man a social 
principle and endowed him with moral sentiments; it was through 
political union that man cultivated his moral powers. Macindoe 
contended that God had prepared man for social union by pro-
viding a ‘code of morals’ in the Bible, the revealed law of God. 
The ‘unrivalled superiority of the Christian morality’, he pointed 
out, ‘has been admitted even by some of the most determined infi-
dels’.63 There were, says Ahnert, continuities between the moral 
culture of Enlightenment Scotland and nineteenth-century views 
on the formation of character.64 An analysis of Macindoe’s treatise 
suggests that the Enlightenment’s legacy continued to be felt in 
the evangelical age, even in the most unlikely of places. 
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Andrew Lang and the Cosmopolitan 
Condition

Catriona M. M. Macdonald

Now a quarrel with the world is always one-sided: the world is 
quite indifferent to all of us.

Andrew Lang, Cosmopolis, September 1896

Andrew Lang (1844–1912) said very little about the Scottish 
Enlightenment as such, but then again, few of his generation, 
writing long before W. R. Scott’s invention of the term in 1900, 
considered the efflorescence of scholarship in Scotland in the 
eighteenth century as a single, coherent phenomenon. In his Short 
History of Scotland (1911) Lang acknowledged that, according to 
Voltaire, Scotland ‘led the world in all studies, from metaphysics 
to gardening’, and he elsewhere recognised the Moderate sceptics 
of these years as important challengers of stifling Presbyterian 
conventions.1 But Lang, a man of ‘jovial intelligence’2 and ‘sar-
donic and bantering manner’3 – a ‘droopy aristocrat’4 – also 
emphasised Scotland’s debt to intellectual influences from other 
countries and cultures, and traditions of sceptical humanism that 
predated the period of the Enlightenment.5 His approach to the 
Enlightenment, as with much else, was ironic; his intellectual 
frame, cosmopolitan. Yet, this was a cosmopolitanism that was of 
its times – an age of popular journalism and mass literacy – and, 
while it bore some resemblance to David Hume’s cosmopolitan-
ism, it was not bound to a Whiggish narrative of progress or to an 
improving agenda.6 It was, however, resolutely Scottish in origin 
and orientation – a ‘rooted cosmopolitanism’, in the words of 
Kwame Anthony Appiah – which, given Lang’s multidisciplinary 
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reach, productivity and ubiquity in journals with an international 
circulation, shaped European and transatlantic visions of the cos-
mopolitan condition at the fin de siècle.7 This essay addresses Lang’s 
ironic engagement with Scottish Enlightenment perspectives on 
history, scientific inquiry and literary ‘tastes’, and critically exam-
ines his contributions to cosmopolitan networks, his relentless 
evocation of cosmopolitan nostalgia, and his – Scotland-inflected 
– engagement with emergent ‘world literatures’. From this, it will 
become clear that Scotland’s contribution to modern globalised 
aesthetics at the turn of the twentieth century meant going well 
beyond the Enlightenment.

In his histories of Scotland, Andrew Lang demonstrated his 
indebtedness to Enlightenment authors and the limits of that 
legacy: they only appear fleetingly in his footnotes. Certainly, 
when it came to his treatment of the Stewarts, his approach to 
the Reformation, and his assessment of the Union of 1707, Lang 
followed in their wake, but (as in most things) he took their 
scepticism a step further, and was demonstrably influenced by the 
ways in which antiquarian research and the rise of the historical 
novel had, by the mid-nineteenth century, mediated approaches 
to Scotland’s past.

Karen O’Brien has perceptively drawn attention to the ways 
in which various major Enlightenment historians – including 
Robertson and Hume – shared a cosmopolitan recognition that 
valid national histories and identities ‘intersect with and com-
plete each other’.8 Their approaches demonstrate a ‘detachment 
towards national prejudice . . . and an intellectual investment in 
the idea of a common European civilisation.’9 In these respects, 
and in their debts to irony and scepticism as essential features 
of an enlightened state of mind, Lang was their disciple.10 More 
particularly, Lang benefited greatly from their pioneering research 
on Mary Queen of Scots, their critique of religious fanaticism and 
their literary narrative style. This can in part be demonstrated 
in his 1905 volume, John Knox and the Reformation, where Lang 
rejected Carlyle’s ‘platonically Puritan’ assessment of Knox, and 
substituted insights from Lord Hailes and Hume.11 For example, 
Lang quotes Hailes’s criticism of Knox’s account of the provincial 
council called by Mary of Guise in March 1559: ‘“exceedingly par-
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tial and erroneous . . . no zeal can justify a man for misrepresenting 
an adversary”’. Lang reflected: ‘Bold language for a judge to use in 
1769!’12 Hume’s critique of a 1560 letter from the Congregation 
to the Scottish Catholic clergy (addressed as ‘the Generation of 
Anti-Christ, the Pestilent Prelates and their Shavelings’) is also 
deployed (at least in a qualified sense). David Hume had remarked: 
‘With these outrageous symptoms commenced in Scotland that 
hypocrisy and fanaticism which long infested that kingdom, and 
which, though now mollified by the lenity of the civil power, is 
still ready to break out on all occasions.’ Lang commented: ‘Hume 
was wrong, there was no touch of hypocrisy in Knox; he believed 
as firmly in the “message” which he delivered as in the reality of 
the sensible universe.’13

Lang, an independent scholar and journalist, far less reliant on 
the largesse of Presbyterian patrons than most Scottish writers 
in the eighteenth century and more sympathetic to the Catholic 
cause, frequently went much further than his Enlightenment fore-
bears in outbursts against Knox and the reformers. In January 1896 
Lang referred to Knox as an ‘uncommonly bad Christian’14 and 
four months later noted: ‘If the Reformers are now unpopular, it 
is because they were interested, blatant, wastefully mischievous 
(as all revolutionaries always are), fanatical, uncritical, and vio-
lently intolerant.’15 Lang’s late nineteenth-century audience was 
a public tutored on Scotland’s past by novelists associated with 
the Kailyard school16 and he was clearly not averse to adopting a 
deliberately unscholarly and unmeasured tone.17

That said, he also learned important narrative skills from 
historians like Robertson, modulated by the novelistic insights 
and expressive engagement with history offered by Walter Scott 
(whose Waverley novels he edited in 1893–4 as the Border edi-
tion, whose poems he edited and anthologised, in 1894 and 1910, 
whose biographer – John Gibson Lockhart – he biographied in 
1896, and whose ‘life’ he wrote in 1906).18 As O’Brien makes 
clear, Robertson wrote with ‘stylish polish on an English model’ 
and allowed himself (and thus his readers) ‘bouts of retrospective 
affection for the occasionally virtuous nobility of the medieval and 
early modern periods’.19 Even during the Enlightenment, a polit-
ically neutered nostalgia for the pre-Union past was permitted 
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and proved useful in reinforcing the continued need for a histo-
riography of a nation then boasting no seat of power (with the 
exception of the Kirk) within its borders. Sentiment and nostalgia 
also allowed a place for a more empathetic rendering of the life of 
Mary Stewart – the queen that would later beguile Lang. (Lang 
wrote many scholarly and journalistic articles on Mary, and two 
monographs: The Mystery of Mary Stuart (1901), and The Portraits 
and Jewels of Mary Stuart (1910).) Again, as O’Brien makes clear 
(and despite his status as Moderator of the General Assembly of 
the Church of Scotland) Robertson’s authorial voice in his History 
of Scotland (1759) ‘frequently aligns itself with Mary’s perspective, 
and participates imaginatively in her suffering . . . Robertson’s 
Mary is passive, beautiful, the epitome of gentility, and always in 
tears.’20 In ways such as this, Robertson showed it was possible ‘to 
incorporate Jacobitism as a purely aesthetic attitude, redolent of 
an attractive but defeated nationalism, within a Whig and cosmo-
politan sense of progress’.21 Lang, again, would go further.

Lang did not share the largely unqualified support of Scottish 
Enlightenment historians for the Union of 1707. His position at 
times is equivocal. While, in a letter to Mrs Maxwell Scott in 
May 1896, he bemoaned ‘that distressful Union of 1707’, else-
where he styled it as ‘that complete union which nature herself 
seemed to desire’, ‘the least evil of the choices before them’, and 
an expression of the ‘subconscious commonsense of the country’.22 
In similar fashion, in one publication he referred to the ‘assimila-
tion’ of Scotland to England, while in another, he referred to the 
‘very gradual harmonising of Scotland to England’.23 Leaving such 
problematic nuance to one side, Lang’s histories clearly accepted 
the historic logic of union without an attendant belief in the inev-
itability of progress or the adoption of Whiggish politics – neither 
of which he shared with his eighteenth-century forebears. Lang’s 
cosmopolitanism was devoid of explicit political intent and did 
not consciously aspire to the improvement of his readers. Lang was 
an historian who questioned rather than endorsed philosophical 
presumptions regarding the inevitability of progress: in this he 
sought to take scientific principles to their natural conclusion.

Lang’s paradoxical relationship with his eighteenth-century 
predecessors was rooted in his scepticism regarding their simulta-
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neous insistence on evidence, empiricism and scientific method, 
and their reliance on conjecture. This was clearly evident in his 
observations regarding survivals (customs, traditions, behaviours, 
tales) from previous ages which disrupted the smooth sequencing 
of stadialist histories much beloved of Enlightenment historians 
such as Adam Smith and Dugald Stewart. It is also apparent in 
his criticisms of Hume’s position on theism and miracles, which in 
turn were mediated by Scott’s Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft 
addressed to J.G. Lockhart (1830) and his own pioneering interest 
in psychical research, folklore and anthropology.

Lang explained the similarity of folk tales around the world 
as primitive elements in the human psyche: ‘residual elements 
in the psychology of the civilized’.24 He was led to this reason-
ing by adopting a comparative approach to civilisations across 
the world – a truly cosmopolitan approach which rested on the 
acknowledgement of ‘the underlying psychic unity of mankind’.25 
Explored in detail in Myth, Ritual and Religion (1887), this per-
spective had wide-ranging consequences across his writings. We 
even find traces of it in his approach to reviewing when, in 1887 
he defended Rider Haggard against allegations of plagiarism by 
emphasising that ‘all ideas are old’.26

Lang’s comparative anthropological methods and his sympa-
thies with psychical research (as an early member of the Society 
for Psychical Research and its chairman from 1911 to 1912), also 
led him to question Hume’s suppositions regarding early man’s 
incapacity to believe in a single creator god, and the nature of 
evidence held to be acceptable by the Scottish philosophes. In 
The Making of Religion (1898), Lang, by deploying his familiar 
comparative methodology (drawing on evidence from Australia 
and the Andaman Islands and elsewhere), clearly took aim at 
Hume’s argument in The Natural History of Religion (1757) that 
monotheism grew out of polytheism, pointing as he did to a simple 
truth: that we do not know what early humans believed.27 Lang 
also attacked Hume’s conclusion in Of Miracles (1748): namely, 
that miracles were an ontological impossibility. In this regard, 
Lang characteristically called on wider European precedents and 
identified in Immanuel Kant a more scientific (and perhaps per-
versely more ‘Scottish’) Enlightenment approach. Kant at least 
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had shown a genuine interest in the clairvoyance of Emanuel 
Swedenborg, and the ‘physics of hallucination’.28 In a passage on 
Kant’s Träume eines Geistersehers (1766) that is as revealing of his 
own as of his subject’s methodology, he identifies Kant’s position 
on the supernatural as ‘almost identical with that of Sir Walter 
Scott’.29

Lang, at once pursuing his scientific aspirations and following 
in the steps of Scott who used the supernatural to great effect in 
his novels, sought to expand the evidence base on which analyses 
of religion could be built, and showed himself receptive to the 
possibility of ‘facts’ and experimentation denounced as ‘fraud and 
malobservation’ by Enlightenment authors and contemporaries 
such as Lord Kelvin.30 He was well aware of the irony in this 
approach, though also took mischievous pleasure in introducing 
perspectives against which conventional writers could muster 
little in the way of a response: in addition to evidence from psy-
chical research, Lang even deployed facts derived from angling to 
critique the miracles of St Columba.31

As Julia Reid has shown, Lang’s anthropological research 
infused his causeries in Longman’s Magazine, where he articulated 
a literary populism.32 For a time it must have seemed that Andrew 
Lang’s opinions were everywhere: he also had regular review col-
umns in the Illustrated London News [ILN] (at first tellingly enti-
tled ‘From a Scottish Workshop’), Cosmopolis and Cosmopolitan, 
and was a regular contributor to Blackwood’s, Chambers’s and the 
Times Literary Supplement (and many more titles besides). Just as 
Enlightenment authors had a clear vision of what constituted the 
highest forms of cultural achievement in a civilised society, and 
shaped the aesthetics of the eighteenth century to suit, so Lang – 
perhaps with much greater claim to the title when it came to the 
immediate dissemination and popular circulation of his views – 
was an arbiter of taste in the fin de siècle period. From this position 
as ‘a dictator of letters’, he drew on specific Enlightenment cultural 
aspirations – for example, Goethe’s vision of a world literature – 
but rejected their instructional and educational intent.33

Lang’s natural inclination towards cosmopolitan perspectives 
and comparative methodologies, his international status as a lit-
erary phenomenon, the circulation and translation of his various 
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works, his awareness of and engagement with foreign (particu-
larly French) writers and literature, and his resistance to jingoistic 
rhetoric, appear to mark him out as the perfect ambassador of 
Goethe’s ambition that – in part through the evolution of widely 
circulating periodicals – nations ‘shall grow aware of one another, 
understand each other, and even where they may not be able to 
love, may at least tolerate one another’.34 Yet Lang’s comparative 
methodology was always so acutely alert to the ‘otherness’ of for-
eign literary traditions (and open, as few Enlightenment figures 
were, to the insights of non-European cultures), and conversely, 
so deeply rooted in national (Scottish) and local perspectives 
that – even had he wished it (and he did not) – it would have 
militated against the cultural universalism which Kant’s era of 
‘perpetual peace’ demanded. In one respect, this is hardly sur-
prising perhaps: as Iain McDaniel has shown, important Scottish 
Enlightenment figures such as Adam Ferguson and Lord Kames 
made strong claims about ‘the permanence of national rivalship 
[sic] and antagonism’.35 Lang’s commitment to Romantic particu-
larism, and his resistance to any political agenda made him at best 
an unreliable fellow traveller in pursuit of such enlightened goals 
of international entente, at worst (as some believed), an irrespon-
sible dilettante implicated in the worst crass commercialism. This 
state of affairs is evident in successive editions of ‘From a Scottish 
Workshop’ in the ILN where Lang’s antiquarianism, literary inter-
ests and psychical research merge with classical analogies, local 
colour, human interest and humour. There, for example, we learn 
that ‘the Toltecs, I fancy, were a kind of fabulous race, like the 
Pechts in Scotland and the Cyclopes in Greece’ (28 March 1896) 
and hear of the recent death of the coxswain of the Aberdeen 
lifeboat (30 May 1896).

The realisation of Adam Smith’s dream of a free trading world 
facilitated modern cosmopolitanism. However, Lang’s embrace of 
populism, and his uncompromising commitment to romance and 
to adventure stories – particularly the work of Stevenson and 
Rider Haggard (both correspondents and collaborators of his) – in 
an era of mass readerships, cut across the improving ethos that 
motivated other Enlightenment philosophes. Lang rejected hier-
archies of taste and value that inferiorised popular culture. Rather, 
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despite his polymathic expertise, his criticism of contemporary 
fiction was ‘based on essentially non-literary, anti-intellectual cri-
teria’.36 With his strong aversion to theory, DeMoor emphasises 
how Lang ‘stuck to an impressionistic criticism, guided by his own 
likes and dislikes’.37 According to Lang, this taste for romance was 
linked to a primitive capacity for myth-making – a ‘survival’ that 
shattered artificial codes of discernment just as it evidenced the 
persistence of barbarism, coexisting alongside (or more controver-
sially within) the ‘civilised’ state. Romance was but a conduit for 
primitive impulses, and Lang’s defence of the genre clearly chal-
lenges ideas that cosmopolitanism is invariably an elite exercise 
or, indeed, an exercise striving for mutual self-betterment.38 Lang 
abhorred ‘a sermon travestied as a story’, and in 1887 he made the 
plea: ‘Do not let us cry that, because we are ‘cultured’, there shall 
be no Buffalo Bill.’39

Lang’s aesthetic cosmopolitan sensibility engaged ironically 
and sceptically with the uniformities implied by British imperi-
alism, on the one hand, and the cultural blindness of other more 
abstract idealistic universalisms, such as socialism. His explora-
tion of cultural differences and similarities across civilisations was 
not subordinate to a vision of an essentialised whole; instead, 
humanity was in all things and in every age never more than 
the sum of its parts, to be understood by making connections. 
Far from a failing, differences between cultural traditions were 
viewed as the successful outcome of cosmopolitanism. As Calhoun 
has noted: ‘Cosmopolitanism becomes richer and stronger if 
approached in terms of connections rather than (or in addition 
to) equivalence.’40 But connections are always made from a par-
ticular perspective. Thus, as Turner has noted: while ‘the ability to 
respect others requires a certain distance from one’s own culture, 
namely an ironic distance . . . Irony may only be possible once 
one has an emotional commitment to a place.’41 Lang’s tolerance, 
engagement with foreign cultures and his rootedness in Scottish 
identities identify him – in Turner’s phrase – as a patriotic cosmo-
politan.42 His ability to inform and influence a far more extensive 
global cosmopolitan sensibility, however, relied on international 
networks and a modern commercial infrastructure which in turn 
influenced literary fashions.
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The material conditions that facilitate cosmopolitan cultures 
are essential to understanding their operation, but they are not 
divorced from the individual.43 Key to understanding this envi-
ronment is an appreciation of transnational experiences that 
‘are structurally embedded but personally embodied’.44 Lang’s 
career illustrates this in a number of ways. His connection to the 
Longman publishing empire, for example, began with an Oxford 
friendship with F. W. Longman – the son of one of the partners – 
in 1870. Longman’s published Lang’s first book, and provided him 
with outlets for his reviewing, in Fraser’s Magazine (edited from 
1879 to 1881 by Principal Tulloch of Lang’s first alma mater, the 
University of St Andrews) and later Longman’s Magazine.45 Lang 
also acted as a reader for Longman’s, advising on which books the 
firm should publish.46 Lang used his position, here and elsewhere, 
to promote the work of friends – many of them Scots – whose liter-
ary outputs he admired,47 and also writers on Scottish topics (e.g. 
history) which rarely featured otherwise in the review columns.48 
Such was his reputation for log rolling and ‘puffing’ the work of 
friends, that it attracted the ire of many writers, among them, 
Marie Corelli. Her book, The Silver Domino, or side whispers, social 
and literary (1893) took issue with Lang’s influence:

His shrill piping utterance is even as the voice of Delphic ora-
cles, pronouncing judgement on all men and all things. He 
is the Author’s Own Patent Incubator. His artificial warmth 
hatches all sorts of small literary fledglings who might otherwise 
have perished in the shell.49

Corelli, born Mary Mackay, the illegitimate daughter of a Scottish 
journalist and songwriter, was ironically something of a cosmopol-
itan creation herself – a French-educated concert pianist turned 
journalist and popular novelist – but was not part of the Lang 
brood.50 Her swipe at Lang – ‘benighted Europe know thee not at 
all’ – was intended to wound where it would hurt the most.51

As Stefano Evangelista has shown, Lang’s contribution to 
the journals Cosmopolis and Cosmopolitan show his influence on 
literary cosmopolitanism both as an evocation of the ‘politico-
philosophical ideals of world citizenship inherited from the 
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eighteenth century and filtered through Goethe’s notion of 
world literature, and the fast developing new understanding of 
cosmopolitanism inflected by consumer culture’.52 The magazines 
were very different in tone, reach and intent: Cosmopolis was a 
multilingual magazine published across five sites in Europe and 
New York, and promoted serious literary dialogue across cultures, 
while Cosmopolitan was an illustrated fashion-oriented publication 
for the mass market. Yet Lang’s contributions to each would have 
been familiar to readers of his work in Longman’s and the ILN. 
In the March 1896 issue of Cosmopolis Lang observed that ‘the 
temples of Tadmor are in better preservation than the cathedral 
of St Andrews’.53 In the May issue, his assessment of Irish author 
William Carleton leaned heavily on comparisons with Scott, 
Robert Burns and James Hogg; in September, he wondered whether 
pious Greeks of an earlier age ‘look[ed] hopefully and gratefully to 
the crowd of minor deities, Lares, Nereids, the local Demeter, the 
local Dionysus, as the Catholic looked hopefully and gratefully to 
St Boswell or St Bride of Douglas’.54 Counter to its splengairy rep-
utation, Lang’s contributions to Cosmopolitan could also be rather 
douce: he recorded Edward Caird’s move from the Chair of Moral 
Philosophy at Glasgow (the Chair once occupied by Adam Smith 
and Thomas Reid) to be Master at Balliol in February 1894, and 
Saintsbury’s occupation of the Edinburgh Chair in Rhetoric and 
English Literature (held first by Hugh Blair in 1760) in January 
1896, not to mention the discovery of Stuart papers in a ‘queer 
repository of rubbish at Dundee’ in February 1896.55

Certainly, in the first edition of Cosmopolis Lang praised its 
avant-garde rival, the Yellow Book, but the first pages of Cosmopolis 
were given over to the serialisation of Stevenson’s last novel, Weir 
of Hermiston: Lang was in familiar company. While reluctant to 
review Stevenson’s work in the pages of the same magazine in 
which it appeared, Lang’s reflections on the novel – incomplete 
on Stevenson’s death – in the July 1896 issue of the magazine were 
modestly critical: he suggested Stevenson would have executed 
revisions to the draft had he lived longer.56 It was in Longman’s 
that he defended the work against critics who had condemned 
Scotticisms in the text and allegations that Scottish review-
ers were invariably partial to Scottish writers. Tellingly, Lang 
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returned to the Edinburgh of the late Enlightenment to take issue 
with one reviewer:

He must have heard of Jeffrey’s reviews of ‘a poetic child’ named 
Scott. Was Jeffrey – then ‘the first of British critics’ – ‘partial, 
indulgent, and boastful’ as regards Sir Walter? Nonsense! In 
fact no man is a prophet in his own country, a Scot least 
of all. San Francisco, not Edinburgh, has a memorial of Mr 
Stevenson.57

One had to read across the products of many international presses 
to appreciate Lang’s opinions: he was not simply the carrier of one 
editorial vision.

Lang revealed in his sceptical attitude to the Scottish reformers 
and his receptiveness to psychical research a tolerance towards, 
indeed an embrace of, ideas that challenged cultural and intel-
lectual norms. His historical insights also demonstrated that his 
cosmopolitanism involved an element of travel through time 
– a temporal cosmopolitanism – which demanded an apprecia-
tion of the classics and ‘survivals’ from less ‘civilised’ eras, while 
remaining cognisant of contemporary literary trends and commer-
cial fashions. As William Donaldson has pointed out, tradition 
for Lang was ‘a purifying and refining medium’, quite different 
from the heirs of the Enlightenment who at times appeared in 
thrall to novelty.58 Tolerance, however, did not invariably (or 
perhaps even regularly) result in empathy, and could run counter 
to modernist and modernising trends now often strongly associ-
ated with cosmopolitanism. Rather, Lang’s cosmopolitanism most 
frequently resolved itself in nostalgia and a longing for eras less 
buffeted by change.

Lang was critical of the new journalism that was heralding 
the end of the influence of the journals which he commanded.59 
Lang, as Corelli also suggested, was less likely to cheer female 
writers than men, even when they were Scottish: sarcastically, she 
commented:

We hate scribblers in petticoats, don’t we, good Andrew? Yea 
verily! We loathe their verses, we abominate their novels; we 
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would kick them if we dared. We do kick them, metaphorically, 
whenever we can, in whatever journals we command; but that 
is not half as much as we would like to do.60

Lang was no fan of the ‘New Woman’.
Lang also, in thrall to romance, was seen as being out of sym-

pathy with realism – the school in which most new (and most 
respected) authors were being educated. Dostoevsky, Thomas 
Hardy, Henry James, Tolstoy, Zola: each came in for criticism. 
The Russians in particular provoked his languid dismay: ‘Why 
should I quarrel with another gentleman because he likes to 
sadden himself o’er with the pale cast of Dostoieffsky [sic], or to 
linger long hours with Mr Tolstoi [sic] in the shade?’61 Lang him-
self denied that he was averse to realism as a genre: ‘What is good, 
what is permanent, may be found in fiction of every genre.’62 Still, 
if the measure of a convincing reviewer is to anticipate taste and 
cultural values and celebrate contemporary literary craft, and one 
mark of a cosmopolitan is tolerance, one must concede that in 
some respects Lang’s personal taste could at times overwhelm his 
professional and philosophical positions (although one suspects 
that much was at times simply the default position of a well-
known contrarian).

Lang’s comparative methodology, evident across many disci-
plines, and his position as a Scot in London, sceptical of the 
British imperial project (although a fan of Rudyard Kipling), had 
consequences for how Scottish culture contributed to the cosmo-
politanism of the fin de siècle. We see this in his poetry, and it is 
particularly striking in relation to poetic form. As Lauren Goodlad 
has noted: ‘form . . . [is] a medium through which transnational 
processes are encountered, figured and, to some degree, shaped’.63

Lang, alongside Austin Dobson, Edmund Gosse, William 
Ernest Henley and George Saintsbury, experimented with tradi-
tional French verse forms and, as a group, they came to be known 
as the English Parnassians.64 Marion Thain has shown how, in 
the hands of the Parnassians the stanza structures of the ballade, 
rondeau, rondel, triolet, villanelle and chant royal came to be 
exquisitely crafted carriers of transnational aesthetics.65 What was 
carried, however, is not always obvious. Thain rightly identifies 
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a tension between the French ballade and English ballad tradi-
tions, and acknowledges an internal fault line in Britain between 
Scottish and English ballads. But she strangely identifies Lang with 
English traditions, alighting on ‘Ballade to Theocritus in Winter’ 
and ‘Ballade of Cleopatra’s Needle’ – two poems by Lang set in 
London – to illustrate her point that the volume in which they 
appear (Ballades in Blue China, 1880) has a ‘dual locus’ – ‘contem-
porary England and ancient France’.66 Rather, a more comprehen-
sive approach to Lang’s oeuvre suggests otherwise. ‘Ballade of the 
Tweed’ and ‘Ballade of the Royal Game of Golf (East Fifeshire)’ 
both appear in Blue China, and in the four volumes of his Poetical 
Works (1923), published posthumously, one encounters ‘Ballade 
of his own Country’ as well as many other poems on Scottish 
themes.67 Rather, the ballade was a form through which Scottish 
themes (as well as others) could be mediated without recourse to 
an intermediary Britishness, imperialism or any other national 
identity for that matter. The exercise was sublimely an artistic 
one, and – while demonstrating the interaction of national liter-
ary form (French) and content (say, Scottish) – could also refract 
nationhood a step further, to the local, to the personal, to dialect. 
It is a characteristic of Lang’s work, confirmed by considering 
Poet’s Country (1907) – a collection edited by Lang of poems by 
and reflections on a wide range of poets, in the context of the 
regions that inspired them.68 As Appiah has noted: ‘Nations, if 
they aren’t universal enough for the universalist, certainly aren’t 
local enough for the localist’, but equally localism can be ‘an 
instrument to achieve universal ideals, universal goals’.69

Lang’s defence of a range of Kailyard authors (most of whom 
wrote romances and adventures) ought to be seen in this light. 
S. R. Crockett was repeatedly praised by Lang in Cosmopolitan,70 
and Ian Maclaren, J. M. Barrie and Neil Munro all benefited from 
Lang’s support.71 Lang’s defence, however, spoke to more than 
clannishness: it reinforced cosmopolitan tolerance. For example, 
Lang responded angrily to the review of S. R. Crockett’s Cleg Kelly, 
Arab of the City (1896) in the Saturday Review which deemed the 
works of Crockett (and Maclaren) merely the books of choice for 
Sunday afternoons among those who supported ‘a pathetic revolt 
of humanity against seriousness’.72 ‘Are we not in danger of a kind 
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of literary Calvinism?’ Lang asked in the ILN, echoing suspicions 
seen elsewhere in his histories.

This doctrine appeared to me very alarming. Only a little flock, 
it is plain, has ‘got culture,’ while the many thousand readers 
of Mr Crockett must perish in their sins, I myself going the 
darkling way with them. May we not put in a word for a genial 
universalism?73

Similarly, defending Fiona MacLeod and Neil Munro from a crit-
ical review in The Speaker,74 Lang hit back at the ‘styleful youth 
of today’ who, ‘with their tormented manner and their bleak little 
pessimisms, have no more humour than a Scotch cart-horse’.75

Reading across the academic disciplines to which he contrib-
uted and the journalistic endeavours in which he proved a leading 
voice, it is clear that Lang went well beyond the Enlightenment. 
It would be strange had it been otherwise. The ways in which 
he both defended and attacked the insights of that earlier age, 
however, are – as evidenced here – worthy of comment, not least 
as they identify the new spaces in a new academic and literary 
environment mediated by new modes of communication in which 
Scottish voices were heard and proved themselves alive to new 
priorities and new readerships. Lang’s cosmopolitanism leads us 
to conclude that one needs to look again at conventions which 
style the nineteenth century a lost literary age for Scotland, and 
London Scots as somehow divorced from Scotland or, worse still, 
invariably inimical to the nation’s global influence.76 It also sug-
gests that Scottishness was constitutive of cosmopolitan tastes 
that brokered literary production and reception in international 
contexts: Scottish history, Scottish criticism and the Kailyard, far 
from being behind or at odds with cosmopolitanism were consti-
tutive of how it developed in a Western capitalist context at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Indeed, it leads one to wonder 
whether Corelli may have been on to something when she sug-
gested that, at least for a time, Lang’s influence on English critical 
practice came close to a system of ‘Scottish censorship’ executed 
from Mayfair.77
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Criticism and Freethought, 1880–1914

Colin Kidd

The legacy of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment occupied an 
ambiguous place in nineteenth-century Scottish life. Its stunning 
record of achievement remained vivid and inspirational, particu-
larly in the sciences; but the culture of free enquiry which the 
Moderates had fostered during the second half of the eighteenth 
century sat awkwardly in the nineteenth with the more osten-
tatiously Calvinist – and informally repressive – norms of the 
surrounding culture. It was a cold climate for freethinkers. David 
Hume himself had been a conspicuous outlier in the Scottish 
Enlightenment: an open debunker of Christian metaphysics and 
the very idea of the supernatural, he was markedly out of step with 
his Moderate protectors in the Kirk. Hume’s works nevertheless 
comprised an important part of eighteenth-century Scotland’s 
bequest to the nineteenth, encouraging a mode of freethinking 
which was obtrusively at odds with the suffocating ecclesiastical 
norms of the Victorian era. Atheism, agnosticism and materialism 
were unwelcome weeds in a society whose prim, Presbyterian bour-
geoisie prided itself on overt displays of godliness and Calvinist 
orthodoxy. It is remarkable, indeed, how many nineteenth-
century Scottish freethinkers, were first awakened to irreligion in 
their homeland, but – whether because of stifling social pressures 
or blocked opportunities – pursued careers elsewhere, most often 
in London’s more liberal environment, or abroad in the Empire or 
United States.

The most celebrated case, certainly in the United States, is that 
of Frances Wright (1795–1852), better known as Fanny Wright, 

Criticism and Freethought

14. Criticism and Freethought, 1880–1914



224	 colin kidd

who was born in Dundee and spent a crucial period of her youth 
with a great-uncle, James Mylne (1757–1839), Professor of Moral 
Philosophy at Glasgow. It was here in Glasgow that she developed 
an interest in the pagan philosophy of Epicurus, the subject of her 
first book A Few Days in Athens (1822). Wright made two trips 
to the United States, eventually settling there. In the States she 
became a prominent critic of organised religion, slavery and the 
compartmentalisation of women, as well as an outspoken cham-
pion of birth control and sexual freedom. Yet Wright, atypical as 
she was in several respects, followed an all-too-typical pattern: 
the nineteenth-century Scottish freethinker who makes his or her 
name at a remove from the narrow constraints of Scotland itself. 
Consider the medic Robert Willis, born in Leith and trained at 
Edinburgh University, who settled in London, where, in addition 
to his medical publications, he translated Spinoza and promoted 
his pantheistic ideas, as well as authoring studies of Calvin’s per-
secution of Servetus and a pamphlet entitled The Pentateuch and 
the Book of Joshua in the Face of the Science and Moral Senses of our 
Age (1875). There was, of course, no single or uniform trajectory. 
William MacCall (1812–78) was educated at Glasgow University 
then at the Presbyterian seminary in Geneva, but lost his faith, 
becoming first a Unitarian minister in Bolton, then a Pantheist 
in London. Adam Gowans Whyte (b. 1875) was a science grad-
uate from Glasgow who became a journalist, moving to London 
in 1898 where in addition to his journalistic work, he authored 
freethinking works, such as Do we believe? (1904) and The Religion 
of the Open Mind (1913) – sometimes under the pseudonym ‘John 
Allan Hedderwick’ – and was a director of the Rationalist Press 
Association. Sometimes the Empire stood proxy for the free-
doms of the capital. John Stuart Mackenzie, a member of the 
Ethical movement – a moral alternative to Christianity – studied 
at Glasgow, where he held a fellowship, as he did at Edinburgh, 
but spent the rest of his career variously at Cambridge and the 
Owen’s College, Manchester, before becoming Professor of Logic 
at University College, New South Wales. This is just a sprinkling 
of lesser-known examples of enforced or chosen exile. 

Of more abiding intellectual interest, perhaps, are two 
Cambridge friends – Sir James Frazer and William Robertson 
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Smith. Frazer was educated at school in Helensburgh and then 
Glasgow University, before moving to Trinity College, Cambridge, 
where he became the dominant name in British anthropology 
and freethought with his massive deconstructive work of com-
parative religion and mythography The Golden Bough (1890). An 
innovative and ingenious biblical critic and pioneer in Semitic 
anthropology, Smith was tried for heresy by the Free Church 
and, on losing his chair at Aberdeen, moved to Cambridge where 
he became Almoner’s Professor of Arabic. Although a believer, 
Robertson Smith advanced an interpretation of Semitic totemism 
which was rich in implication that the Eucharist was a survival of 
tribal totemic rites. By a different route, Frazer too, indirectly sug-
gested that the story of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection was 
a variant of a primeval vegetation myth. However, the scholarly 
attention paid to Frazer and Robertson Smith, deserved as it is 
given their central contributions to anthropology, has overshad-
owed the careers of other Scots who were once as prominent in 
contemporary intellectual life.1 

This chapter focuses on three further Anglo-Scots freethinkers 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, who, like so 
many others, spent their formative years in Scotland, and then 
found free rein for their irreligious questioning in England: the pol-
ymathic leader of British freethought, John Mackinnon Robertson 
(1856–1933), the theatre critic William Archer (1856–1924) and 
the publisher and writer, William Stewart Ross (1844–1906), who 
achieved a degree of pseudonymous celebrity writing on freethink-
ing topics under the name Saladin.2 These freethinking writers 
are grouped together here, not only as rough contemporaries but 
because they shared much in common. Robertson and Archer 
were close friends both from Edinburgh days and in London, and 
the paths of Robertson and Ross criss-crossed in the milieu of 
Charles Bradlaugh – the leader of British secularism – and his peri-
odical the National Reformer. Both Archer and Robertson enlisted 
in the cause of Henry Vizetelly, who was tried in 1888–9 for 
his translations of Zola’s novels.3 Moreover, all three shared an 
interest in literature and language, ranging from literary criticism 
to spelling reform4 and elocution,5 which raises the question of 
how far literary and linguistic criticism was linked to criticism of 
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scriptural religion. Robertson and Archer were convinced, too, 
of the promise of the new discipline of sociology to dispel old 
bigotries, not only religious, but racist and nationalist, though 
Archer’s progressivism in some of these areas was less advanced 
than Robertson’s. Notwithstanding their careers in London, these 
men – Robertson especially – continued to reflect on Scottish cul-
ture. Both Robertson and Ross were Burnsians,6 and Robertson, 
as we shall see, was keenly aware of Hume’s achievement, though 
oblivious of the ways in which his own assertive and unquestion-
ing brand of secularism diverged in register from Hume’s diffident 
scepticism.

Robertson was born on the Isle of Arran, but moved to Stirling 
where he was educated, leaving school at the age of thirteen. He 
became a railway telegraph clerk, and then moved to Edinburgh 
where he worked variously as a law clerk and for an insurance 
company, before getting a start in the newspaper world. In 1877 
he became acquainted with Archer, whose post as a leader writer 
on the Edinburgh Evening News he took, on Archer’s own rec-
ommendation, in 1878 when Archer left for London. In the 
early 1880s Robertson was prominent in the Edinburgh Secular 
Society, becoming acquainted with figures in Scottish freethought 
such as Thomas Carlaw Martin, W. E. Snell, the English lithog-
rapher and polemicist Joseph Mazzini Wheeler, and John Lees, a 
rope and twine manufacturer, at whose home in Portobello the 
group met. The group favoured beards and velvet jackets: then the 
ultimate in radical chic. It was at Lees’s house that Robertson met 
Hypatia and Alice, the daughters of Charles Bradlaugh. In 1884 
Robertson headed to London to work on Bradlaugh’s National 
Reformer, as assistant editor, becoming editor in 1891. In 1893 the 
National Reformer ceased publication, but Robertson started and 
edited a new journal the Free Review. He was involved with the 
Rainbow Circle discussion group, to which he delivered twenty-
two papers between 1899 and 1923,7 and lectured at the South 
Place Ethical Society. Robertson wrote prolifically on the identity 
of Christ, whom he deconstructed as a personification of a solar 
myth. As well as his freethinking writings, Robertson was a pro-
lific author on Shakespearean questions and an eminent literary 
scholar. Indeed, Robertson’s writings range across a broad set of 
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themes including sociology, race and textual analysis. Although 
he lived frugally, he had a library of 12,000 volumes. Robertson 
was also active politically. He was ultra-radical in his politics, 
favouring republicanism (long closely associated with secularism), 
abolition of the House of Lords, and woman’s suffrage. Free trade 
– the only guarantee of cheap food – was another of Robertson’s 
hobby horses. He stood for parliament, unsuccessfully, as an inde-
pendent radical liberal in 1895 at Northampton, Bradlaugh’s old 
seat. However, in the Liberal landslide of 1906 he became MP 
for Tyneside, which he held until 1918, becoming Parliamentary 
Secretary to the Board of Trade between 1911 and 1915. In 1915 
he became a Privy Councillor, and later became President of the 
National Liberal Federation.8

Archer was born in Perth to members of the Glasite sect, a sep-
aratist group of disaffected former Presbyterians who were opposed 
to clericalism, prelacy and the church-state connection. Because 
his father moved frequently to find employment, Archer’s school-
ing was somewhat peripatetic, at Perth and Dollar academies and 
George Watson’s in Edinburgh, as well as schools in England. 
In the course of these early travels, Archer also visited relatives 
in Norway, becoming fluent in Norwegian, which would later 
play a crucial role in his emergence as the leading British cham-
pion of the drama of Henrik Ibsen. Archer studied at Edinburgh 
University, after which he went to Australia for a year. Back in 
Edinburgh he wrote leaders for the Evening News, and published 
his first forays into reform of the theatre. Although he moved to 
London notionally to study for the bar and was called to the bar by 
the Middle Temple in 1883, Archer never practised law. Rather 
he became the most influential theatre critic of his time, vari-
ously for the London Figaro (1878–81), the World (1884–1906), 
the Tribune (1906–8), the Nation (1908–10) and the Star (1913–
20), as well as contributing articles to a number of other outlets. 
Whereas Clement Scott, the drama critic at the Daily Telegraph, 
was the leading voice of conservatism in the theatre, Archer stood 
out as his most prominent liberal adversary, championing exper-
imental drama and radical causes. Indeed, Archer is now best 
remembered for his promotion of Ibsen, about whom it is reck-
oned he authored 175 articles, as well as publishing multi-volume 
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translations of Ibsen’s oeuvre. He reconised Ibsen’s Hedda Gabler 
as a plea for women’s emancipation. Feminist causes, including 
birth control, known as neo-Malthusianism, were closely linked to 
secularism. Archer was also a doughty combatant against what he 
termed ‘Ibsenoclasts’, stodgy conservative critics who denounced 
Ibsen’s depravity and vulgarity. His Ibsenism was of a piece with 
his freethinking, and Archer was an enthusiastic and combative 
participant in the rationalist movement, maintaining links for 
a while with the Edinburgh Secular Society and becoming an 
honorary associate of the Rationalist Press Association. He was 
also active on behalf of a range of other causes. In 1904 he and 
his fellow critic Harley Granville-Barker proposed the establish-
ment of a National Theatre. Later, Archer also became secretary 
of the Simplified Spelling Society, set up in 1908 to champion 
spelling reform. Archer was married, but maintained in addition a 
relationship from 1891 until his death with the actress Elizabeth 
Robins, who was also a theatre reformer. After Archer’s death 
Robertson edited and introduced – in tribute to his late friend – 
William Archer as Rationalist: A Collection of his Heterodox Writings 
(1925).9

Ross was born at Kirkbean in Dumfriesshire, the son of 
a farm servant. He first attended New Abbey parish school in 
Kirkcudbrightshire, then went to Hutton Hall Academy near 
Caerlaverock, where he also served as an usher and assistant 
teacher. Already he had begun contributing to the press. He 
moved on to Glasgow University with the aim of becoming a 
Presbyterian minister, but here he experienced a crisis of faith, 
turned aside from theology to literature, in particular Burns and 
Carlyle, and did not complete his divinity course. He moved to 
London at the invitation of the publisher, Thomas Laurie, and 
assisted in the publication of educational works, eventually set-
ting up his own publishing firm W. Stewart and Co. in 1872. 
In London Ross became a follower of Bradlaugh, and contrib-
uted to his periodical the National Reformer; but in 1877–8 fell 
out with Bradlaugh over the publication of Charles Knowlton’s 
neo-Malthusian pamphlet, The Fruits of Philosophy. The secularist 
movement was not without its fissures, and the question of birth 
control caused Ross to transfer his allegiance to a rival freethink-
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ing journal, the Secular Review, of which he became joint editor in 
1880 with Charles Watts, later from 1884 its sole editor and pro-
prietor. Another source of division among freethinkers lay in the 
difference between atheism and agnosticism. Tellingly, in 1889 
Ross changed the name of the journal to the Agnostic Journal and 
Secular Review, and again later to the Agnostic Journal and Eclectic 
Review.10

In various ways – and in the interstices of their miscellaneous 
other projects – these men waged literary war on organised religion. 
Their views were, however, far from monolithic. Robertson and 
Ross not only diverged on questions of birth control and agnosti-
cism, but also over the emergence of socialism. Whereas Robertson 
embraced an advanced socially inflected New Liberalism, Ross 
remained a pre-socialist radical of a vintage stamp, an opponent of 
women’s suffrage and suspicious of wider democracy.11 Moreover, 
major differences of emphasis marked their various critiques of 
organised religion.

Robertson perceived that the new science of anthropology 
had the potential to undermine long-established theological ver-
ities, and attempted to found a new intellectual discipline, which 
he called ‘hierology’: situated at the confluence of anthropol-
ogy, comparative religion and mythology, but with a pejorative, 
debunking edge. In the field of ‘hierology’, Robertson latched on 
to the anthropological insights of Robertson Smith and Frazer, but 
by way of cherry-picking and misrepresentation turned whispered 
suggestiveness into outright anti-Christian polemic. In Christianity 
and Mythology (1900) Robertson found himself in part-agreement 
with Frazer’s The Golden Bough; but whereas Frazer’s line of argu-
ment led ‘unavowedly’ to the implication that Christ originated in 
an annually slain vegetation-god, Robertson was stridently insist-
ent on the parallel derivation of the Christ cult from the idea 
of a sun-deity born at the winter solstice.12 Similarly, in Pagan 
Christs (1903), the gospel story emerged as ‘a symbolic modifica-
tion of an original rite of human sacrifice’, Robertson arguing, in 
a gross distortion of Robertson Smith, that ‘the doctrine of sacra-
mental communion with deity’ had been a means of ‘conserving 
and sanctifying systematic cannibalism at the hands of priest-
hoods’. Robertson also directly quashed the views of another Scots 



230	 colin kidd

anthropologist, Andrew Lang, whose views were more easily mar-
ried to the old orthodoxies. Whereas Lang surmised that primeval 
peoples had some conception of a quasi-monotheistic ‘high god’, 
Robertson held a strictly evolutionist view of the development of 
religion from simple animism to more sophisticated conceptions 
of deity. After religions had evolved to a monotheistic stage, the 
next step in their evolution, Robertson argued, was the emer-
gence of a need for an intermediary deity, a ‘nearer god’, between 
humanity and a remote sovereign of the cosmos; thus second-
ary deities – Christ-figures – emerged to fill this human craving. 
‘Christ-making’, Robertson argued, ‘is but a form or stage of God-
making, the Christs or Son-Gods being but secondary Gods.’13 

By contrast with Robertson’s quasi-anthropological ‘hierology’, 
Archer’s freethinking interests were more directly focused on 
ecclesiastical tyranny in the present. Most famously, he took up the 
cause of ‘the Spanish Dreyfus’, Francisco Ferrer, executed in 1909 
ostensibly as a revolutionary, but in reality because he was a free-
thinker. Investigating the case at the instigation of the American 
magazine McClure’s, Archer saw Ferrer as a victim of clericalist-
cum-militarist authorities, who had rigged Ferrer’s trial in ways 
that offended natural justice.14 Archer also produced a critique of 
theatrical censorship, resolutely opposing the existing system of 
control of the London theatre by the Lord Chamberlain.15

Although Ross appeared to flirt with agnosticism, this did noth-
ing to inhibit the fierceness of his critique of the persecutions, tor-
tures and cruelties which, he contended, had long cowed ordinary 
people into belief. In God and his Book (1887) Ross sneered openly 
at the very notion of the divine inspiration of scripture, con-
demning the Bible as a farrago of palpable absurdity and internal 
contradiction, and exposing the spurious claims to the very high 
antiquity of the Old Testament and the apostolic pedigree of the 
New. Worse still was the sheer immorality contained within the 
Bible. An attentive reading of the entirety of scripture – not skip-
ping the bloodthirsty and salacious portions of the Old Testament 
(some of which were comparable to ‘Boccacio in lasciviousness’) 
– was more likely to make the reader a freethinker than a believer. 
Not that this was news to students of biblical criticism, indeed such 
things were ‘among the trade secrets of the parsons’. Yet equipped 
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with ‘the loaded dice of quibble and paradox’, the clergy were able 
to reconcile this subversive knowledge with the retention of their 
livings. Although it was not quite as old as it pretended to be, the 
Bible was ‘the natural evolutionary product and index of a remote 
and half-barbarous time.’16

In his book Woman: her Glory, her Shame and her God (1894), 
Ross demonstrated that far from ennobling and purifying women, 
Christianity had degraded them. Pauline theology was born in 
misogyny, and women had suffered disproportionately from the 
witch craze of the early modern era. At the heart of the book, 
perhaps surprisingly given its title, was a furious assault on the 
ways in which Christianity – whether through its scriptures or 
the sermons of its ministers – had aided and abetted the barbari-
ties of slavery. Christian slavery had been worse than its ancient 
pagan counterpart, but all that was now conveniently forgotten 
as late nineteenth-century Christians – so recently converted to 
abolitionism – swept from their common memory the cruelties 
of their forebears and explained away the plain words of both 
Old and New Testament which justified slavery. Modern women 
were now safely protected behind the ‘ramparts of secularistic 
opinion’, yet sadly, by comparison with men, they seemed less 
receptive to freethinking rationalism. Nevertheless, victory was 
at hand. Christianity was ‘dismembered and dying’, and shrivel-
ling into hypocritical casuistry which tried to reconcile its former 
barbarities with modern propriety.17 Elsewhere Ross unmasked 
the benign self-image of liberal Protestantism, charging that the 
modern Christian was ‘tolerant only in proportion as he is not 
a Christian’. For not only was persecution an integral feature of 
the Christian tradition, it was nagging inner ‘doubt’ about the 
whole truth of Christianity which was the ‘well-spring of tolera-
tion towards those whose tenets are different’.18

All three freethinkers were also literary critics, and largely of a 
reformist kind. This brings into play deeper questions about the 
interplay of literary and scriptural criticism. Certainly, there was 
a general recognition that biblical criticism had shown scripture 
to be defective, whether with regard to its scientific standing or 
its internal coherence as a text. In God and his Book Ross had 
explored at great length and in considerable detail the origins and 
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transmission of the Bible in scribal error, textual corruption, for-
gery, plagiarism, misattributed authorship, blurred and untestable 
division between canonicity and apocrypha, internal discrepancy 
and the whims of collation.19 As a rationalist, Robertson distrusted 
the idea of authorial genius as a mode of literary explanation: 
it savoured too much of a discredited supernatural world view. 
He preferred to relate works of literature to their cultural back-
ground. However, in the more problematic case of Shakespeare 
– an undoubted genius by any standard – Robertson adopted 
an unusual stance. Dissenting both from outdated ‘Ptolemaic’20 
bardolatry and from revisionist unmaskings of Shakespeare as a 
front for Francis Bacon or Lord Vere, Robertson was a disintegra-
tionist. That is, he dismantled the individual plays and poems of 
the Shakespearean canon into their component contributions, 
most by Shakespeare, but some revealed by close attention to text 
and metre the work of other contemporary writers. In addition, 
he put enormous emphasis upon the influence of Montaigne on 
Shakespeare. Within the field of criticism, Robertson and Archer 
were both boldly revisionist Shakespeareans – keen to update 
Shakespeare to meet contemporary standards of scholarship and 
drama.

Robertson, in particular, aspired to develop a science of crit-
icism, a subject also explored – though more sceptically – by 
Archer. In his article ‘Criticism as an Inductive Science’, Archer 
recognised the siren temptation of a scientific criticism which 
eschewed ‘arbitrary dogmatism in literary judgments’, but exposed 
the hollowness of such a project. Ultimately any analogy between 
scientific investigation and aesthetic evaluation was nugatory; 
for whereas zoology or astronomy deals with phenomena, criti-
cism was a matter not of things themselves, but with ‘relations’, 
relations that is between the work of art and ‘certain ideas in 
the percipient mind’. Relationships of this sort were not capable 
of demonstration or mathematical proof. Taste was a matter of 
opinion, and incapable of equation with scientific observation. 
Of course, criticism involved to some degree the ‘application of 
laws, canons, standards’, but only ‘the vaguest and most general 
of these’ could claim ‘anything like scientific necessity’. Rather 
they were ‘mere conventions’ and as such potentially transitory, 
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‘accepted today, rejected tomorrow’. While a historical approach 
to criticism remained a possibility, this marked the limits of what 
the inductive approach might achieve; the aspiration to bypass 
the subjectivity of whim and caprice, while understandable, was 
quixotic at best.21 

But his friend’s doubts on this score did not deter Robertson, 
who determinedly sought a route to making literary criticism a 
science. Literary critics remained ‘a good deal in the dark as to 
the scientific discrimination of literary merit’. Yet he identified 
the nineteenth century as ‘specifically the century of criticism’, 
an era marked by ‘dissatisfaction with the debris of the old codes’. 
Eighteenth-century Scotland had taken a step in the right direc-
tion. Nevertheless, Lord Kames’s Elements of Criticism (1762) had 
fallen short of its promise. What was ‘really wanted’ in literary 
criticism, Robertson contended, was that there should be a ‘state-
ment of data and process of proof’ which corresponded to what had 
arisen ‘generations or even centuries ago in the case of the phys-
ical sciences’. It was surely attainable, Robertson reckoned. The 
very fact that ‘wide agreement’ prevailed regarding aesthetic merit 
in literature provided ‘a proof that there are bases for a criticism 
which shall be scientific, or reducible to connected steps of rea-
soning from verifiable data’. Literary analysis was not merely ‘the 
random expression of an aberrant opinion’. Nor should it remain 
the province of whim and caprice. Criticism had the potential to 
become a kind of science.22 

Yet Robertson’s yardstick of literary achievement now seems 
crudely evolutionist. What somehow advanced literature accord-
ing to the temper and the drift of the age was to be celebrated, 
and stagnation deplored. For instance, Robertson condemned 
the torpid progress of English drama in the centuries since 
Shakespeare, not least by contrast with the enormous strides made 
in prose fiction in the same period.23

Of the three freethinkers, Robertson was the one who reflected 
historically on the relationship and possible connections between 
the Enlightenment of eighteenth-century Scotland and the sec-
ularist movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
century. Of course, nineteenth-century Scots did not use the 
expression ‘the Scottish Enlightenment’, whose first coinage was 
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in 1900, and only came into common currency from the 1960s; 
but it is important to note that they were keenly aware of the 
phenomenon, albeit lacking the convenient shorthand term we 
now use to describe it.

Robertson endorsed the cyclical interpretation of the course of 
Scottish intellectual history advanced by the pioneering English 
sociologist H. T. Buckle (1821–62): a long night of the gloom-
iest, unrelieved theocratic darkness followed by an unexpected 
eighteenth-century enlightenment and then a return during the 
nineteenth century to the grim blackness of religious prejudice. 
Robertson, who also authored an admiring defence of Buckle from 
his critics,24 added his own solution to the paradox of the Scottish 
Enlightenment. For two centuries from the mid-sixteenth-century, 
Scotland – stultified by the Reformation – produced ‘no secular 
literature of the least value’. Yet by a strange irony once deistic 
influences began to seep into Scotland during the late seven-
teenth and early eighteenth centuries, their influence was ‘inten-
sified’ by the ‘very aridity’ of Presbyterian life, and the fact that 
‘the bigoted clergy could offer little intellectual resistance’. Thus 
the major intellectual advances of Hume, Smith, Adam Ferguson 
and others had occurred ‘in that part of the British Islands where 
religious fanaticism had gone furthest, and speech and thought 
were socially least free’.25 According to Robertson, the Scottish 
Reformation ‘absolutely suspended the evolution of Scottish lit-
erature for some two hundred years; so that when a new growth 
commenced, the inspiration had perforce to come from other 
countries’.26 The Scottish Enlightenment, in other words, was a 
transplant from outside. 

The clearest expression of Robertson’s interpretation of the 
course of Scottish intellectual history came in a provocatively 
titled work, The Perversion of Scotland (1886), which was an 
account of the Scottish Reformation and its stultifying effects 
over the long haul on Scottish cultural life. In the late fifteenth 
and early sixteenth century, Renaissance Scotland had an emer-
gent poetry and drama which augured well for Scotland’s future 
as a nation ‘enlightened, artistic and free from superstition’. But 
at the Reformation ‘the iron of human dogma wholly entered the 
national soul’ leading to ‘dark results of intellectual and social 
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perversion’. The country exchanged the porous, sieve-like tyr-
anny of a lax Catholicism for a regenerated clerical regime ded-
icated to a dour asceticism in every corner of Scottish life. Its 
equation of ‘the free play of the mind’ – whether in literature, 
thought, art and science – with ‘rank profanity’ ensured the com-
plete extirpation of ‘all leanings towards intellectual light’. The 
immediate consequences for Scotland included almost two cen-
turies of cultural desiccation. A ‘joyless monotone of asceticism’ 
prevailed between the Reformation and the intellectual renewal 
associated with Hume and Adam Smith. Robertson had no truck 
with any notion that the flowering of Scottish culture in the eight-
eenth century stemmed from deeper seventeenth-century roots. 
Mid-seventeenth-century Scotland had ‘no other intellectual life 
whatever’ beyond polemical divinity, ‘a dreary delirium of words’. 
Nor when renewal came did Robertson endorse the view that the 
‘remarkable literary revival’ of the eighteenth century should ‘go 
to the credit of the church’. Principal Robertson was the leading 
figure in a Kirk whose ‘prevailing temper’ was ‘so widely different 
from his own’, that his endorsement of Catholic toleration in 
1779 brought him ‘in danger of his life from the raving populace, 
which was countenanced in its bigotry by the majority of the 
clergy’. Adam Ferguson and John Home, the author of the tragedy 
Douglas, had minimal or truncated clerical careers, and the term 
‘Moderation’ remained even in the 1880s a term for which the 
brilliant nineteenth-century Scottish theologian, John Tulloch 
(1823–86), needed to apologise. The Moderates were an embar-
rassment to the Kirk, and notwithstanding that brief interlude 
of tolerance and intellectual achievement, in its aftermath ‘the 
inherent reactionary bias of the ecclesiastical system . . . turned 
back the hands of the social clock’. Nineteenth-century Scotland 
was as hostile to the achievements of its native eighteenth-
century enlightenment as it was to culture in general. There was 
no popular memory – beyond a small freethinking subculture – of 
the leading natural philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment, 
Joseph Black, William Cullen or James Hutton. Nor was there 
any ‘popular Scotch edition of the philosophical works of Hume’. 
Indeed, while Scots took pride in their educational prowess, such 
boasts were worse than hollow. Those who knew Scottish culture 



236	 colin kidd

most intimately had ‘our misgivings about the compliments some-
times paid to it’.27

After all, Robertson admitted, ‘nowhere, perhaps, [was] Hume 
less read and honoured than in his native land’. ‘In matters theo-
logical’, especially, ‘Hume has counted for little with the general 
Scotch community.’28 Nevertheless, Robertson’s frequent invo-
cation of Hume was problematic. For while Robertson conserved 
what he took to be the godless results of Humean speculation, he 
did not absorb its sceptical spirit. Whereas it remains an open ques-
tion whether Hume – vertiginously poised between a Pyrrhonian 
and Academic scepticism – was an atheist or a deist, Robertson 
– a much less complicated figure – was a rigid unbeliever: a dog-
matic archbishop of atheism rather than a genuinely freethinking 
gadfly. Hume’s quicksilver fluidity, subversive interrogation of the 
limits of human reason, and ecumenical lightness of tone were far 
removed from Robertson’s strident and monolithic rationalism.

In 1889 Robertson wrote the introduction to a new edition of 
Hume’s Natural History of Religion, in which he complained of the 
‘mutilation’ of Hume’s irreligion in nineteenth-century editions of 
his work: such bowdlerising was an index of Britain’s unfortunate 
‘social and intellectual history since the French Revolution’. Not 
that Hume himself escaped Robertson’s reproaches, for the for-
mer’s ironic playfulness, Pyrrhonian suspension of judgement and 
resort to common-sense mitigations of scepticism in his oeuvre, 
the latter took to be but the philosopher’s cowardly ‘temporising’ 
with the norms of his age. Hume, in Robertson’s view, was too 
fond of sociability and creature comforts to risk ostracism or mar-
tyrdom; worse, indeed, he was ‘a Tory by temperament’, to whom 
‘outspoken rationalism’ was uncongenial.29

The divergence between the sceptic and the ardent secularist 
came into sharper focus in Robertson’s Rationalism (1912). For 
here Robertson challenged Arthur Balfour’s Defence of Philosophic 
Doubt (1879). Balfour, an English-educated scion of a Scottish 
family and a future prime minister, questioned the watertight 
rationality of science. Humean scepticism as ‘an engine of destruc-
tion’, Balfour perceived, was equally subversive of both religion 
and the supposed philosophical underpinnings of science. Both, it 
transpired, were ‘unproved systems of belief’.30 Balfour – the reli-
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gious belief of this fideistic sceptic notwithstanding – had, argua-
bly, as good a claim as Robertson to the mantle of Hume. This was 
something that Robertson recognised, conceding that ‘Balfour’s 
nihilistic treatment of reason has a surprising sanction in Hume’. 
However, Robertson convicted Hume of ‘frequent great careless-
ness’ in his oeuvre, and concluded that a prolific Hume – who 
would have ‘recoiled’ from Balfour’s ‘religious irrationalism’ – had 
in fact collapsed Balfour’s distinction between reasoning and cus-
tomary experience in the Enquiry.31

Robertson, Archer and Ross played a central role in the British 
secularist movement, contributing both to its head-on attacks on 
the historical veracity of scripture and to associated reformist ini-
tiatives, including the earthy realism of the new drama. They 
were also – in their different ways – integral members of the met-
ropolitan literary establishment, Archer perhaps more centrally 
than the others. This brief account of their careers provides an 
additional freethinking strand to the familiar thesis that Scottish 
intellectual life was substantially provincialised in the course of 
the nineteenth century. Secularism is a complicating wrinkle in 
any straightforward account of a core-periphery relationship. Nor 
is the fact that these distinguished freethinkers left Scotland in 
any sense to overlook the existence of a freethinking movement 
in Scotland. The Edinburgh Secular Society and Glasgow Eclectic 
Society sat at the centre of a handful of local freethinking bodies 
– though rarely more than six at any time, with fluctuating mem-
berships and somewhat intermittent existence – across Scotland’s 
major towns and cities.32 Freethinking in Scotland was no more 
than a fringe concern, which carried risks of social ostracism in a 
society whose dominant ethos was one of oppressive Presbyterian 
conventionality.

Robertson had some inkling of this ecclesiastical endark-
enment which had followed Scotland’s eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment. The controversial case advanced by Buckle was 
in substance a plausible one: the brief spasm of Enlightenment had 
been obliterated by a renewed religiosity, evangelicalism being 
but a modern variant of a centuries-old clerical authoritarianism. 
In the reflux of ‘pietistic reaction’ and ‘the new ecclesiastical fer-
ment’ of the nineteenth century, the ‘intellectual life’ of Scotland 
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was once again ‘less free than in England’. Economic conditions 
reinforced religious pressures. ‘Most of the innovating elements’ in 
the Scottish population followed opportunities in England and the 
empire, their departure from Scotland ‘leaving the rival churches’ 
of Presbyterian Scotland in ‘undisturbed possession’. Ironically, 
as Robertson recognised, many of the Presbyterian clergy were 
themselves educated, ‘rationalistic’ in orientation and far from 
enthralled to dogma or superstition, yet ‘afraid to declare them-
selves against the conservative mass’.33 The legacy of the Scottish 
Enlightenment was a culture of free enquiry, but also a culture 
suppressed, its proponents forced into emigration, self-censorship 
or tortured hypocrisy by the resurgent orthodoxy of nineteenth-
century Scottish Grundyism.

But how far did the stifling effect of authoritarian Calvinism 
push freethinkers south, and how far was the drift to London a 
pull-effect, arising from dreams of literary glory which now only 
the metropolis could offer? The answer is unclear, but no longer 
did Edinburgh – its publishing industry and secularist subcul-
ture notwithstanding – offer the amplitude of London, either in 
terms of literary outlets or freedom to dissent from social norms. 
The high road to London remains an important motif in modern 
Scottish intellectual history. In the mid-1880s Robertson lamented 
the ‘singular fact’ that there was ‘no Scottish writer or artist of 
European distinction’, excepting perhaps the literary critic David 
Masson, then ‘resident in Scotland’. ‘Our best men, in art, letters 
and science’, he bemoaned, ‘seem to gravitate to England.’34 It 
seems likely, moreover, that a desire for countercultural freedom 
compounded the effect of literary ambition.
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Epilogue: The Afterlife of the 
Enlightenment in Scottish Criticism

Gerard Carruthers

Three remarkable books were published in 1961, each of which 
in a different way had something striking to communicate about 
the place of the Scottish Enlightenment in the country’s cultural 
history. Muriel Spark’s novel, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, has a 
key scene where the eponymous schoolteacher guides her middle-
class pupils through the insalubrious Grassmarket area of 1930s 
Edinburgh. Counterpointing the grimness of depression-era pov-
erty, and implicitly also the Scottish nationalism of that decade, 
Brodie reminds her girls brightly that they are ‘European’ and that 
as Edinburghers they ‘owe a lot to the French. We are Europeans.’1 
Partly this pro-European stance connects with Brodie’s relish for 
the ‘gay French Queen’, Mary Queen of Scots, and her hatred for 
Mary’s adversary, fiery apostle of the Reformation, John Knox.2 
It relates too, however, to the pull Brodie felt towards European 
Fascism, and particularly her admiration for the Italian dicta-
tor, Benito Mussolini, and it also derives from her conception of 
‘Edinburgh [as] a European capital, the city of Hume and Boswell’.3 
The discerning reader notes conflicting European currents in the 
Brodie world view: rebarbative totalitarianism (Knox as well as 
Mussolini, on the one hand), and freer cosmopolitan intellectual 
energies on the other (Mary as well as major eighteenth-century 
Edinburgh writers). Clearly, in espousing each of these strains 
Brodie is a culturally confused character – or, alternatively in a 
meta-reading, a suitably reliable, erratic compass. Her creator’s 
point is that Scottish like European culture is ambivalent and 
contestable, deflating and inspiring, unsettled in general. Brodie, 
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like Scotland the nation – the novel makes clear – has elements 
in her of both the autocratic indigenous Calvinist, Knox, and the 
Romantic European, Mary. Much of this character-terrain is of 
course stereotypical and Spark herself knows it, her stock-in-trade 
as a writer being to twist, mangle and recycle quotidian clichés, 
often making the reader work hard in determining which perspec-
tive, if any, is reliable.

Spark’s book is inspired to a large degree by James Hogg’s The 
Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), which 
is in turn deeply indebted as a dark psychological character-study 
to the Scottish Enlightenment and the interest of David Hume 
and other historians in religious ‘fanaticism’. Also lurking in the 
background of Hogg’s Gothic horror is Adam Smith’s idea of 
‘sympathy’ (in a very neutral sense), or putting oneself in the 
place of another. It features the repellent Robert Wringhim 
vouchsafed salvation as one of the predestined ‘elect’, whose ‘self-
assurance’ deforms his personality and begets evil deeds, though 
this turn towards evil is implicitly countermanded by his con-
science (or, in the idiom of Francis Hutcheson, his ‘moral sense’). 
Wringhim’s essential inner being is ultimately destroyed, anni-
hilated by the tension between living as an antinomian without 
regard to moral consequences and a persisting intuited appre-
hension of moral causality. Hogg, like other Scottish historical 
novelists of the early nineteenth century, including Walter Scott 
and John Galt, responded to Scottish moral and social theories 
of the previous century.4 The novels of Hogg, Scott and Galt all 
feature intensely focused Smithian sympathies, not least for the 
predicaments of the marginalised or of historical ‘losers’, includ-
ing those on the Covenanting and Jacobite extremes of Scottish 
life. This conception of Scotland’s strained, variegated, oppo-
sitional culture – underpinned in fiction by the historiographi-
cal and psychological approaches of the Scottish Enlightenment 
– persisted into the twentieth century. Witness most obviously 
Spark’s deployment of Mary and Knox, representative avatars 
in the popular imagination of the extremes of Scottish iden-
tity. More slyly, Spark alludes to such division when she yokes 
together Hume (sceptical about the coherence of human identity) 
and Boswell, the inventor of modern biography (or character-
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documentation): incongruous components of a not-so-unitary 
Scottish Enlightenment.			

By 1961 Hume belonged to the intellectual mainstream and was 
no longer an outlier in the narrative of Scottish Enlightenment. 
Hume, ‘the great infidel’, bête noire of the Kirk in his own day for 
his irreligion, had become more comfortably part of the general 
narrative of eighteenth-century Scottish ‘thought’. The recent 
revisionist scholarship of Norman Kemp Smith played a signifi-
cant part in Hume’s rehabilitation. Kemp Smith’s limpid clarity 
demystified Hume and made him more accessible to the literate 
public. Kemp Smith’s revisionism underpinned George Davie’s 
classic work of 1961, The Democratic Intellect: Scotland and her 
Universities in the Nineteenth Century. Amidst a battery of stri-
dent arguments, Davie’s Democratic Intellect sought to emphasise 
the linkage between Hume and the more academically influen-
tial Common Sense school of philosophy associated with Thomas 
Reid and his disciples.5 For Davie, ‘Reid and his followers had very 
much the same conception of philosophy as Hume’, which is to 
say they had a central interest in ‘natural belief’.6 Davie’s conclu-
sion here is broadly accurate, but is, at the same time, somewhat 
disingenuous given Reid’s well-documented rebuttal of Humean 
scepticism. Davie’s Scottish Enlightenment of Hume and Reid 
involves elisions just as much as Brodie’s indiscriminate pairing of 
Hume and Boswell. What was at stake for Davie was not at bottom 
a matter of epistemology, or even the history of philosophy, but 
a concern to advance a version of the Scottish Enlightenment 
that was culturally cogent and which ran continuously from 
Hutcheson in the first half of the eighteenth century down to 
the thinking of J. F. Ferrier and William Hamilton in the 1840s 
and 1850s. Determined to assert an unbroken Scottish intellec-
tual and cultural tradition, Davie saw the metaphysical temper 
of the Scottish Enlightenment as informed by what he calls ‘the 
Presbyterian inheritance’: the continuation of a supposedly dis-
tinctive attitude to education, first apparent in the parish schools 
and universities of Reformation Scotland, not least the latter’s 
broad curricula. Above all, Davie’s book is a paean of praise to 
Scottish ‘generalism’, in educational interest and outlook, which 
is for him broadly synonymous with Common Sense philosophy (a 
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national tradition in which he is keen to implicate Hume – at least 
to some degree), and which stands in distinction to the perceived 
narrowness and undue specialisation of English education.

In The Democratic Intellect Davie was determinedly revisionist 
about two epochs in Scottish history, the Reformation and the 
Enlightenment, both of which had become increasingly problem-
atic. Each was seen as hostile to indigenous Scottish culture, and as 
having perverted what ought to have been the true course of Scottish 
cultural history – according to a newly dominant nationalist out-
look in criticism and the arts. The period between W. R. Scott’s 
coinage of the term ‘Scottish Enlightenment’ in his biography of 
Francis Hutcheson in 1900 and the backlash against the supposed 
detrimental influence of the Enlightenment on Scottish culture 
is really rather brief.7 By the 1930s Scottish literary criticism, 
of the generalist variety, had become almost entirely suspicious 
of both the Enlightenment and also the Reformation. The very 
notion that Scotland of the 1920s and 1930s was undergoing a lit-
erary ‘Renaissance’ was pregnant with negative assumptions: that 
Scotland’s historical development was warped, its culture badly 
out of joint. Edwin Muir, one of the leading figures in the interwar 
Renaissance, identified Scotland as a cultural and creative vacuum. 
Since the sixteenth century the Scots language had been eroded 
and undermined, Muir contended, to the extent that now the 
people of Scotland, ‘thought’ in one language (English) and ‘felt’ 
in another (Scots). As a result, Scotland lacked a ‘homogenous’ 
language.8 The absence of this idealised, should-have-been Scots 
literary and philosophical language meant that a proper Scottish 
literature – rounded in its intellectual and affective capacities – 
was incomplete, impaired, impossible even. Muir outlined these 
views in Scott and Scotland: The Predicament of the Scottish Writer 
(1936). Controversially, he argued that the achievements of Burns 
and Scott were hollow, for that was the logical consequence of the 
systemic failure that Muir adduced. Scotland’s two greatest crea-
tive writers of the post-Union era, then, were brought crashing 
down and with them, implicitly, the Enlightenment to which they 
were so heavily indebted. 

Muir’s overdetermined thesis and his idealisation of homo-
geneity rest ultimately on post-Romantic notions of people and 



	 epilogue	 245

nationhood, particularly on the idea that an unbroken, holistic 
human tradition is the primary constituent of nationhood. Muir’s 
argument faced violent denunciation from Hugh MacDiarmid 
(Christopher Murray Grieve), the pre-eminent poet and leading 
Scottish cultural activist of the interwar era, who recoiled from 
Muir’s pessimistic conclusion that Scots was unable to function 
as a fully viable literary language. Yet ironically Muir’s Scott and 
Scotland exemplified the very logic of the cultural nationalism that 
MacDiarmid had done so much to put in place. Muir’s account 
chimed with MacDiarmidism in largely rejecting, because cultur-
ally harmful, the Anglo-Scottish, or British, movement of Scottish 
history. For Muir, like MacDiarmid, this long detour in Scottish 
history – encompassing moments such as the Reformation, the 
Union of the Crowns in 1603, the Union of Parliaments in 1707, 
and the subsequent eras of Enlightenment and Victorianism – 
perverted the organic, natural course of Scottish cultural develop-
ment. Scotland should have been linguistically itself, politically 
independent, and perhaps might even, like Ireland, have resisted 
the Reformation and remained Roman Catholic. Although not 
completely explicit about all of these things, Muir was unequiv-
ocal about the guilty parties: Calvinist puritanism in the first 
instance, and the capitalism and imperialism which had beguiled 
Scotland with the promise of the material benefits which accom-
panied incorporation in a British superstate. However, the cultural 
nationalism of both Muir and MacDiarmid bore strange – and 
unacknowledged – tints of Anglocentricity. Both critics obviously 
disliked – but affirmed as largely true – the Whig Protestant view 
of Scottish progress within the United Kingdom, and accepted 
T. S. Eliot’s sweeping valorisation of English cultural maturity. 

David Craig’s Scottish Literature and the Scottish People, 1680–
1830, the third of our books published in 1961, distilled much 
of Muir’s hostility to the actual cultural history of Scotland. Like 
MacDiarmid, Craig looked at the ruined remnants of authentic 
Scottish culture, especially Scots, as providing some authentic (if, 
for Craig, rather marginal) value within an otherwise beaten and 
concussed nation. For Craig, Scottish literary life and Scottish 
society more generally were sadly contorted, suffering from angli-
cising, cultural pollution and the skewed priorities of capitalism 
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and the British Empire. The Enlightenment in Scotland repre-
sented in Craig’s words, an ‘alienation from things native’.9 This 
condition was due to an anglicising mentality of aspirational but 
aridly cosmopolitan emulation in architecture, literature and gen-
eral culture. The Enlightenment was led by 

remarkably talented men . . . a conscious intelligentsia . . . [pos-
sessing] anxious awareness of a powerful culture near by, very 
different from their own yet appealing to them as a model 
civilisation — a culture less tied than their own to a backward 
country and one, too, which had a more articulate character 
and powers of expression.10

The narrative here of all-too-hurried cultural engineering in the 
Enlightenment includes such exemplary expression as the neoclas-
sical New Town of Edinburgh, the cringing lists of embarrassing 
Scotticisms compiled by David Hume, James Beattie and others, 
and Hume’s stylistically celebrated essays in their impeccably 
trained English prose. However, we might be aware here of sim-
plistic elision by Craig and the critical tradition he represented. 
For instance, neoclassicism is read by him rather feebly as overall 
an attempt to follow English ‘progress’, rather than as part of a 
long-standing humanistic tradition: at once broadly European yet 
also impeccably Scottish. The Muir-Craig tradition also valorised 
what it took to be the earthy, demotic centre of Scottish cul-
ture. Here we see, then, a central feature of the twentieth-century 
Scottish literary-critical tradition which couples a very English 
idea of organic tradition with a preference for the common folk 
as enduring custodians of authentic Scottish cultural value. The 
Scots-language productions of Burns and his eighteenth-century 
contemporaries are read as essentially embodying the latter, thus 
ghettoised and drained of their full cultural import. Moreover, as 
a Marxist, Craig counterposed to the authentic strains of Burns 
and the vernacular poets the bourgeois, elitist and proto-capitalist 
expressions of blindly optimistic progress to be found in Scotland’s 
Enlightenment thinkers. 

This contrast is further explored in David Daiches’ The Paradox 
of Scottish Culture: the Eighteenth Century Experience (1964). At 
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this point in the 1960s, cultural critics resorted to a psychological 
vocabulary (for example, ‘split personality’) which was crudely 
applied to social phenomena: as if a nation, like a person, required 
a whole and consistent identity to be healthy. Daiches, like Craig, 
was wedded to the notion derived from Eliot of organic tradition, 
and he too elucidated a fatal split between enlightened culture 
in Scotland and ‘vernacular’ Scots poetry. For Daiches, obvious 
cultural bifurcation is to be detected most especially in a linguistic 
fault line where Scottish cultural expression in both English and 
Scots is infected by an inability to hit the proper mark: ‘This can 
be seen in poetry: Scottish poetry, when written in English, was 
often (but not invariably) derivative and stilted, and when written 
in Scots was always in danger of being self-consciously humorous 
or low or ”quaint”.’11 Daiches also painted the literary criticism 
of the Enlightenment – the work on rhetoric and belles-lettres of 
Hugh Blair, Smith and others – as inherently deficient in its pro-
grammatic (implicitly un-Romantic) formalism: 

Eighteenth-century Scottish literary criticism, which is almost 
entirely concerned with rhetoric, with the study of formal 
devices for stirring the emotions, is generally quite incapable 
of dealing with the subtle and impressive devices of combining 
rational and emotional appeal to achieve richness of expression 
and tends to mistake floridity for eloquence, pathos for trag-
edy, and sentimental declamation for poetry. The reception of 
Macpherson’s Ossian is evidence of this or, to take a more par-
ticular case, Henry Mackenzie’s review of Burns’s Kilmarnock 
volume in The Lounger, which praised some of the weakest and 
most sentimental of Burns’s stanzas as being ‘solemn and sub-
lime, with [. . .] rapt and inspired melancholy’.12

With Daiches we reach the twentieth-century high point of 
the overgeneralised charges against the literati of the Scottish 
Enlightenment as crass mismanagers of the nation’s culture.13 

Roughly contemporary with the literary criticism of Craig and 
Daiches, George Davie’s project of defining and defending the 
Scottish Enlightenment also relied on a notion of a holistic or ‘tra-
ditional’ Scottish culture. He rightly pointed out, for instance, in 
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a useful corrective, that many of the Scots poets contemporaneous 
with the Enlightenment were themselves ‘university men’; this 
countered the simplistic post-Burnsian notion that such writers 
were sprung from the soil or to be equated simply with a lower-
class urban locus. Davie points out – on a somewhat slender basis 
– that Robert Fergusson’s poetry is thematically inspired on at 
least one occasion by the mathematical insight of the Scottish 
Enlightenment.14 Moreover, Davie makes the potentially highly 
accurate observation that Burns ‘assimilat[es] the detached philo-
sophic spirit of the Common Sense school’.15 Additionally though, 
he might have pointed out that one of Burns’s favourite books 
was Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments and that Smithian 
sympathy animates the poet’s promiscuously disposed emotions 
throughout his work.16 The Enlightenment character of Burns’s 
work was long resisted in Scottish literary criticism which clung 
to the ideas of unpropitious bifurcation and debilitating ‘paradox’: 
that seeming literary achievement was ultimately hollow when 
insufficiently anchored in a purported idea of Scottish nationhood. 

However, Davie’s The Democratic Intellect responded primarily 
to an earlier critique of the Scottish Enlightenment which had 
flourished in the nineteenth century. In particular, Davie sought 
to countermand what he labelled accurately as H. T. Buckle’s 
‘extreme and doctrinaire’ History of Civilization in England (1857–
1861), the Scottish part of this work being produced exactly 
one hundred years before Davie’s own book.17 For the English 
sociologist Buckle, such was the ‘ecclesiastical tyranny’ within 
Scotland by the eighteenth century that ‘certain principles are 
taken for granted [by the Scottish Enlightenment generally]; 
and, it being deemed impious to question them, all that remains 
for us is to reason from them downwards. This is the deductive 
method.’18 According to Buckle, the alternative to that approach 
was ‘inductive philosophy’; ‘secular’ and ‘scientific’, in the spirit 
of the Baconian philosophy of England, ‘with its determination 
to subordinate ancient principles to modern experience, [which] 
was the heaviest blow which has ever been inflicted on the the-
ologians’.19 Buckle was highly influential within nineteenth-
century historiography, not least in identifying a flawed Scottish 
intellectual tradition. However, his treatment built upon a series 
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of earlier writers, as we shall see: Lord Byron, William Cobbett, 
John Gibson Lockhart and Thomas Carlyle among others, all of 
whom operate to a greater or lesser degree on the assumption of 
Scotland’s intellectual incapacity.

Nevertheless, Buckle’s History of Civilization in England was 
the main reason that Davie felt the need not only to defend 
the Scottish Enlightenment but also to rehabilitate Scottish 
Presbyterianism. Whereas Buckle detected intellectual timidity 
in the Scottish Enlightenment and stern theocracy in the Kirk, 
Davie advanced an alternative interpretation which emphasised 
the continuity of a Scots Presbyterian tradition of democratic 
intellectualism which stretched from the Reformation to the 
Enlightenment, and beyond.20 Ironically enough, Buckle’s version 
of Scottish cultural history was highly deductive, indeed in many 
ways resting upon cultural stereotypes which had come to the fore 
in the late eighteenth century and which had matured further 
during the Romantic era of the early nineteenth century. Buckle, 
in fact, shared with Davie an overdetermined discrimination 
between Scottish (and English) national ‘thought’. Many exam-
ples can be adduced. For instance, Buckle, in discussing Francis 
Hutcheson (an Irishman as much as a Scot) conflated the idea 
of ‘induction’ with idealisation or even theoretical technicality 
shorn of observed experience. Buckle said of Hutcheson’s ideas of 
people and politics:

Experience is either shut out, or made subordinate to theory; 
and facts are adduced to illustrate the inference, but not to 
suggest it. So, too, the proper relation between people and 
their rulers, and the amount of liberty which the people should 
possess, instead of being inductively generalized from an histor-
ical enquiry into the circumstances which had produced most 
happiness, might in the opinion of Hutcheson, be ascertained 
by reasoning from the nature of government, and from the ends 
for which it was instituted.21

Similarly in the case of Smith, Buckle perceived a deductive 
modus operandi erasing rounded observation of ‘human nature’. 
He saw this writ large in Smith’s isolated treatments of sympathy 
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and selfishness, respectively, in Theory of Moral Sentiments and 
Wealth of Nations.22 However, with Hutcheson, Smith and others 
of the Scottish Enlightenment, Buckle practised a kind of sleight 
of hand where lack of anthropological realism (sympathy and self-
ishness being treated together in the one account, as he implied it 
ought to have been in Smith) was held to be a major shortcoming. 
In fact, Smith and his contemporaries were perfectly aware that 
they were engaged in matters of theory – isolating mechanisms of 
behaviour – rather than presenting a historical realist’s account 
of actual human events. It was this kind of overwrought general-
isation by Buckle that led Davie to his defensive emphasis upon 
an eighteenth-century Scottish intellect grounded in a world of 
reasoned realism. Of a piece here, is his positing of ‘generalism’ as 
part of this holistic, worldly outlook. Later, in an essay which in 
some ways is a clearer articulation of the central English-Scottish 
tension posited in The Democratic Intellect, Davie overdrives a 
national opposition between Joseph Priestley’s associationist out-
look on reality and Thomas Reid’s Common Sense version of 
the same.23 However, David Hume and others of the Scottish 
Enlightenment were as obviously interested in the association of 
ideas in human mentality as Priestley, and made important contri-
butions to that brand of philosophy. A large part of the problem, 
in fact, as well as opposing nationalist flag-waving is a shared, 
insensitive secularism on the part of Buckle and Davie. For the 
latter, Priestley is seen all too readily as a suitable representative 
of English culture, when he is so really only for a marginal part of 
it. Priestley, the embodiment of Unitarian rational dissent, saw his 
laboratory wrecked by a ‘Church and King’ mob in the early years 
of the French Revolution. To be fair to Davie, however, he did 
consider Priestley ‘a radical’, but his specialist experimentation (as 
a chemist and in other areas) proved sufficient for Davie to label 
him a devotee of his country’s ‘specialisation’.24 In fact, Davie was 
doing unto Priestley what Buckle had done unto Smith: failing to 
see Priestley in context and in the round, in relation to his wider 
set of scientific and religious beliefs. 

Buckle’s claims about the Scottish Enlightenment, deeply hos-
tile to what he took to be its underlying Presbyterianism, followed 
in the wake of an earlier indigenous disdain for Scottish intel-
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lectual life. It was evident in Thomas Carlyle’s celebrated essay, 
‘Signs of the Times’ (1829), which opined that ‘nobody now cares 
about either’ the ‘[mechanical] school of Reid’ nor Hume’s ‘bot-
tomless abysses of Atheism and Fatalism’. Carlyle, who welcomed 
Romanticism and especially subjective intuition, painted Scottish 
philosophy of the eighteenth century generally as all too empiri-
cally realist.25 

However, this negative attitude to the Scottish Enlightenment 
seems to have first emerged in the bruising and partisan reviewing 
culture of early nineteenth-century Edinburgh, and was expressed 
most forcefully by John Gibson Lockhart in Peter’s Letters to his 
Kinsfolk (1819). Lockhart adopted the fictional-documentary 
method of Tobias Smollett in his epistolary novel, The Expedition 
of Humphry Clinker (1771). Just as Smollett had conveyed his 
views on his native Scotland by way of an ostensibly neutral 
mouthpiece, a Welsh squire, Matthew Bramble, so Lockhart’s 
mouthpiece an imaginary antiquarian, Dr Peter Morris, conveyed 
Lockhart’s verdict on Scotland by way of Morris’s communica-
tions back to his family in Wales. But whereas Smollett described 
Edinburgh in the golden age of the Scottish Enlightenment as a 
‘hotbed of genius’, Lockhart’s persona, Morris, acidly describes a 
very different intellectual character in early nineteenth-century 
Scotland. Morris equated the ‘democratic intellect’ of Scotland’s 
capital with a lack of literary cultivation and sophistication:

The reading public of Edinburgh do not criticise Mr Wordsworth; 
they think him below their criticism; they know nothing about 
what he has done. Or what he is likely to do. They think him 
a mere old, sequestered hermit, eaten up with vanity and affec-
tation, who publishes every now and then some absurd poem 
about a Washing-Tub, or a Leech-Gatherer, or a Little Grey 
Cloak. They do not know even the names of some of the finest 
poems our age has produced.26

In the background here was a culture war that had been rumbling 
on for over a decade. But the main axis of division was not between 
England and Scotland so much as it was ideological. Indeed, the 
ire and animus of Peter’s Letters was directed at the Whig cadre led 
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by Francis Jeffrey associated with the Edinburgh Review. Lockhart, 
the Tory son-in-law of Walter Scott and a connoisseur of the new 
Romantic taste in literature, responded robustly to the cavils of 
anti-Romantic Whig critics:

A man of genius like Mr Jeffrey must, indeed, have found it 
an easy matter to succeed in giving this turn of mind among a 
people where all are scholars and so few are readers as is the case 
here in Scotland. Endowed by nature with a keen talent for sar-
casm, nothing could be more easy for him than to fasten, with 
destructive effect of nonchalance, upon a work which had per-
haps been composed with much earnestness of thought on the 
part of the author, and with a most sincere anxiety after abstract 
truth either of reasoning or of feeling . . . His [the Edinburgh 
critic’s] object is merely to make the author look foolish; and 
he prostitutes his own fine talents to enable the common herd 
of his readers to suppose themselves looking down from the 
vantage ground superior intellect upon the poor, blundering, 
deluded poet or philosopher who is the subject of the review.27

Lockhart was particularly incensed – as we shall see – at the 
Edinburgh Review’s failure to appreciate Romantic poetry, and 
under the guise of the genial Peter Morris, sought to identify the 
root of the journal’s crassness. He found it principally in a key part 
of the Scottish intellectual tradition:

One of the greatest curses of a sceptical philosophy is that by 
leaving no object upon which the disinterested affections may 
exercise themselves it is apt to cause the minds of mankind be 
too exclusively taken up about the paltry gratifications of the 
personal feelings.28

Here we have a crude summation of Hume’s scepticism about 
objective reality and the primacy of the feelings. Implicit also 
throughout Peter’s Letters is a distaste for the democratic icono-
clasm of Presbyterianism. The ‘sarcasm’ that Jeffrey purportedly 
relayed to his readership, Lockhart under the guise of Morris, linked 
both to Hume’s scepticism and to the demotic outspokenness he 
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associated with Scottish Calvinism.29 For Lockhart, the Whigs 
of the Edinburgh Review were also distasteful for being more pro-
gressively disposed towards reformist politics and the notion of an 
expanded electorate. They were also to some extent ‘Whigs’ in 
its traditional Scottish usage signalling the most dissenting, even 
anti-monarchical of Presbyterians, or the Popular or Evangelical 
faction within the Kirk, which in the matter of patronage opposed 
the rights of the landed to appoint church ministers, and wish-
ing instead that this prerogative be restored to the people of the 
parish.

At this time, of course, Lockhart and his allies were engaged 
in the new project of establishing Blackwood’s Magazine, a gather-
ing point for Tories opposed to the Whiggery and non-Romantic 
aesthetics of the Edinburgh Review. The ‘Maga’ had stutteringly 
appeared from 1817, but was retooled prior to the appearance of 
Peter’s Letters as a stylish cutting-edge publication, highly modern 
in literary affairs (publishing Shelley for instance), in an overt 
demonstration that it had its finger on the contemporary pulse. 
The political sensibilities of Blackwood’s favoured a nostalgic vein 
of conservatism: opposing trade unions but standing too against the 
excesses of industrialism and laissez-faire political economy. This 
combination of progressive aesthetic fashion and Tory paternalism 
reflected – in some degree – the views of Lockhart’s father-in-law, 
Walter Scott. Peter’s Letters expressed a similarly positive regard 
towards literary modernity and political disdain for those such as 
Whigs and Radicals who would too readily rip up the traditions 
of British society. In its reflections on the Enlightenment, Peter’s 
Letters was well disposed to ‘good worthy Dr Reid (honest man)’ 
and to Adam Smith, but yet again is quick to point out the baneful 
influence of the Humean tradition. Morris attends a lecture by the 
Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University, Thomas 
Brown (1778–1820).30 Brown had argued that Hume’s scepticism 
towards causality was not necessarily at odds with religious belief 
and this seems to be enough to have unleashed upon him and his 
students, Morris’s – or rather Lockhart’s – withering satire:

Before the professor arrived I amused myself with surveying 
the well-covered rows of benches with which the large room 
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was occupied. I thought I could distinguish the various descrip-
tions of speculative young men come thither from the different 
quarters of Scotland, fresh from the first zealous study of Hume, 
Berkeley and Locke, and quite sceptical whether the timber 
upon which they sat had any real existence, or whether there 
was such a thing as heat in the grate that was blazing before 
them.31

Notice that non-Scottish philosophers, such as Locke, and George 
Berkeley, a proponent of subjective idealism, join Hume the scep-
tic as foes of a common-sense view of reality; something which 
Lockhart saw as the everyday and the basis of a settled society. It 
is not so much the Scottish Enlightenment then to which Lockhart 
objected, but rather thrawn mystification which Lockhart aligned 
with Whiggish iconoclasm.

What ultimately underpinned Lockhart’s antipathy to the 
Edinburgh Review was the spat that followed Henry Brougham’s 
high-handed treatment in the Review of Lord Byron’s ‘Hours of 
Idleness’ in 1807. Byron’s response was famously to publish his 
English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809). Byron’s poem was a 
huge success, indeed burnished the first flush of his fame. Crude 
and belly-laugh inducing, the text did much to install in popular 
parlance the crass ferocity of the Review. Really, a series of stere-
otypes about the dour, non-aesthetic (Calvinist, Whiggish) Scot, 
this was the template for Lockhart’s portrait of Jeffrey and the 
Reviewer-Whigs in Peter’s Letters to His Kinsfolk.

Although Byron’s text also took sideswipes at his poetic con-
temporaries, Wordsworth and Coleridge, the Edinburgh Review 
was the focal point of his satire. Poets struggle uphill against the 
pronouncements of the Review: ‘That, ere they reach the top, 
fall lumbering back again./With broken lyre, and cheek serenely 
pale’ (ll. 417–18). The ancient Greek poet, Alcaeus, aristocratic 
and a lyric specialist (and so perhaps symbol of Byron himself), 
sees ‘His hopes . . . perish’d by the northern blast: Nipp’d in the 
bud by Caledonian gales’ (ll. 420–1). In rumbustious movement 
Jeffrey and his crew are ‘northern wolves, that still in darkness 
prowl/A coward brood, which mangle as they prey.’ Ferocious and 
ignorant, the reviewers next have their teeth drawn in bathetic 
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description of an Edinburgh landscape overwhelmed ostensi-
bly by the furore of a duel between Jeffrey and Thomas Moore. 
However, the magistrates prevented the event and pistols were 
found to be empty anyway, with the implication that the contest 
had all been an affected show. Instead of blood and flesh strewing 
the streets of the Scottish capital, what is witnessed is a different 
kind of furore, the literary endeavours of Jeffrey and his cabal in 
paper and ink:

Strew’d were the streets around with milk-white reams,
Flow’d all the Canongate with inky streams;
This of his candour seem’d the sable dew,
That of his valour show’d the bloodless hue;
And all with justice deem’d the two combined
The mingled emblems of his mighty mind.32

Here is the bluntly stereotypical image of Scottish intellectual life 
and criticism which long stuck in the consciousness of the literary 
mainstream. 

Thanks to Byron, Lockhart, Buckle and Carlyle the Scottish 
Enlightenment – though, of course, not named as such – lived 
on in the nineteenth century as a crude stereotype, partly an 
expression of anti-Scottish bias, but more fully a manifestation of 
confessional and political prejudices found on both sides of the 
border. No longer, of course, does the Scottish Enlightenment 
attract pejorative comment of this sort. Nevertheless, we are only 
beginning to unpack the rich but largely ignored history of its 
post-eighteenth-century afterlives in polemic, satire and overde-
termined certainties. 
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