
Edinburgh’s historic role in
the Scottish enlightenment
The age of the Scottish Enlightenment represents the most
remarkable  intellectual  and  cultural  phenomenon  that  took
Scotland by storm during the 18th century. While the nation as
a whole was an important element in the era of renaissance and
intellectual awakening, it was Edinburgh City that became the
cradle of intellectual activity. Edinburgh, with its high-
level  academic  environment,  rich  intellectual  circles,  and
influential  institutions,  became  the  sowing  seed  for  the
Enlightenment in Scotland and served as a cornerstone for its
long-lasting legacy. This article aims to discover Edinburgh’s
place in the Scottish Enlightenment, which will include the
identities of the main characters, institutions, and ideas
that dominated the time.
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Understanding the Enlightenment in
Scotland
The Scottish Enlightenment refers to a period of unprecedented
intellectual  and  philosophical  advancement  that  occurred
around  the  late  17th  century  and  continued  till  the  18th
century. This period was embodied by the spirit of research,
intensive thinking, and faith in the ability of reason as the
shaper  of  the  world  and  as  an  agent  of  progress  and
improvement. Besides, to study the Enlightenment in Scotland
more deeply, send in your order for write my essay to a good
custom  writing  service.  You  will  discover  how  the  Age  of
Reason  was  ushered  through  rationality  and  empiricism  in
philosophy, science, economics, politics, and education.

Edinburgh’s  intellectual
environment
In the 18th century, Edinburgh was a prosperous city with a
very lively intellectual culture. The University of Edinburgh,
established in 1582, indeed fostered a fertile environment for
the city intellectuals. The school was uniquely able to draw
some  of  the  brightest  intellects  of  its  time,  providing
classes in varied areas, such as philosophy, medicine, law,
and  natural  sciences.  Empirical  observation  and
experimentation,  which  were  the  university’s  main  themes,
became a vital space for Enlightenment ideas to spread and
become popular.

The main characters in the Scottish
Enlightenment movement
Edinburgh turned out to have the largest concentration of
progressive thinkers and scholars of early modern Scotland.
Although the Age of Enlightenment doesn’t have one individual
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who can be covered as a sole symbol, one of the most prominent
was the philosopher David Hume (1711-1776). Hume’s empiricism,
skepticism, and revolutionary works on philosophy, history,
and  economics  hugely  influenced  the  thinking  of  future
intellectuals.

Another was Adam Smith, the towering figure who is seen as the
father  of  modern  economic  theory.  Smith’s  monumental
publication, “The Wealth of Nations,” which saw the light of
the day in 1776, was the first pillar of classical economics,
and it championed free markets, division of labor, and the
mysterious  force  of  self-interest  that  served  to  promote
economic prosperity.

Another  key  player  in  this  period  is  the  historian  and
philosopher  Thomas  Reid  (1710-1796).  His  common  sense
philosophy and direct perception were the main contributors to
the development of cognitive science. Another important figure
was  the  economist  and  social  reformer  Adam  Ferguson
(1723-1816), who explored the influence of social institutions
or cultural practices on the development of social systems.

Intellectual  institutions  and
salons in Edinburgh
Edinburgh’s intellectual preeminence during that period was
further enhanced through the founding of several institutions
and  gatherings  that  offered  outlets  for  intellectual
discussions and debates. The Select Society, founded in 1754,
is  the  most  famous  among  these.  It  was  a  group  of
intellectuals  who  covered  different  disciplines  and  would
interact with each other to discuss ideas.

Another important institution was the Edinburgh Philosophical
Society, which later became the Royal Society of Edinburgh in
1737.  The  society  gave  rise  to  scientific  research  and
intellectual cooperation, with many renowned historians, such
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as Joseph Black, James Hutton, and John Playfair, joining in.

The informal meetings and the salons held in the homes of
influential  intellectuals  were  also  significant  agents  of
spreading Enlightenment ideas. These salons, held primarily by
Henry  Mackenzie  and  Frances  Wright,  were  the  spots
intellectuals used to express their ideas and participate in
debates.

The  Enlightenment  societies  in
Edinburgh
Aside from the Edinburgh Philosophical Society and the Select
Society,  there  were  other  societies  created  during  the
Scottish  Enlightenment  that  functioned  as  platforms  for
academic discussion and cooperation. The Poker Club, which was
established in 1762, comprised an elite group of socialites
from  diverse  professions  such  as  medicine,  law,  and
philosophy. The Poker Club represented a decent place where
the participants could talk freely and exchange information
about the research they were doing.

The  legacy  and  impact  of  the
Scottish enlightenment
The contribution to the Scottish Enlightenment has stretched
beyond  Scotland,  and  it  has  been  transmitted  to  Europe,
America and other countries. The Scottish Enlightenment – an
intellectual movement relying on reason, individual liberty,
and  empirical  investigation  –  formed  the  basis  of  modern
civilization.  The  impact  of  the  scientific  approach  to
knowledge and techniques like empirical observation changed
the practices of medicine, geology, chemistry, and political
economy.

Besides, the Scottish Enlightenment was very influential in



the subsequent American Revolution and the establishment of a
new nation – the United States. The figures of Adam Smith and
David Hume had an influence on the founders of the United
States, and the principles of the Scottish Enlightenment were
incorporated into the American Constitution and the notions of
liberty and self-rule.

Appreciate the role of Edinburgh in
the  development  of  the  Scottish
Enlightenment
Edinburgh, as a cradle of the Scottish Enlightenment movement,
cannot  be  overrated.  The  City’s  intellectual  cradle,
structured by the University of Edinburgh and developed by
various institutions and conversational gatherings, offers an
ideal  place  where  the  incredible  minds  of  the  Scottish
Enlightenment thrived. Their thoughts are still very effective
in  that  they  are  used  in  branches  of  science  such  as
philosophy,  economics,  and  political  science  nowadays.
Edinburgh,  which  served  as  the  symbol  of  intellectual
enlightenment  during  that  epoch,  represents  an  eternal
reminder of the dignity of reason and knowledge seeking till
today.


