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Introduction: Glasgow and the Enlightenment



Richard B. Sher and Andrew Hook

The Scottish Enlightenment was overwhelmingly concentrated in Scotland’s three largest cities: Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen. These diverse urban settings encouraged the sociability for which eighteenth-century Scotland was justly famous. Clubs flourished, some formal and academic, others social and convivial. Taverns and bookshops were close at hand, and easy access to the sea and to frequently published newspapers and pamphlets put the inhabitants in close touch with the world. The leading literati of the Scottish Enlightenment were for the most part engaged, cosmopolitan townsmen, employed (with rare exceptions, such as David Hume) in the learned professions of law, medicine, the church and academia. Of the five Scottish universities that helped to nurture and sustain the Enlightenment during the eighteenth century, only St Andrews, and perhaps King’s College in the village of Old Aberdeen, followed the pattern of the great English centres of learning at Oxford and Cambridge — small towns dominated by their ancient universities. The other three Scottish universities were urban institutions: the University of Edinburgh in the capital, Marischal College in the New Town of Aberdeen and the University of Glasgow in western’s Scotland’s largest city. Not coincidentally, they were also more progressive and dynamic institutions than St Andrews or King’s. In these urban-academic environments, native Scottish students mixed with young men sent to Scotland for their education from as near as England and Ireland, and as far as America and Russia.

It follows that an appreciation of the unique character of cultural, intellectual and social life in each of Scotland’s three major cities and their surrounding regions is critically important for developing a deeper, comparative perspective on the nature of the Scottish Enlightenment. Yet scholarship of this kind is still in its infancy. It is true that the Enlightenment in Edinburgh has been the focus of numerous studies in recent years, and that the long neglected Aberdeen Enlightenment has suddenly spawned a formidable secondary literature.1 But much remains to be done along these lines before a truly comparative study of the Scottish Enlightenment in its urban and regional contexts can be seriously contemplated. In the case of Aberdeen, for example, we now know a great deal about certain topics concerning three particular institutions — King’s College, Marischal College and the Aberdeen Philosophical Society or Wise Club — but precious little is known about most of the Aberdeen literati themselves or about the relationship of the Scottish Enlightenment to other key institutions, such as the church and the town council.

It is in regard to Glasgow, however, that the inadequacy of scholarship on the discrete urban contexts of the Scottish Enlightenment is most evident. Despite a veritable publishing industry devoted to its most famous professor, Adam Smith, and modest amounts of specialist literature on some of its other thinkers and institutions, the Glasgow Enlightenment as such has been virtually ignored.2 The purpose of this volume is to begin the process of making up for past neglect by examining some of the principal people and developments that made the Glasgow Enlightenment interesting and distinctive. Towards that end, we have focused this collection on interactions among individuals, institutions, ideas and ideologies, particularly in so far as these seem to have some bearing on the peculiar cultural makeup of the Enlightenment in Glasgow.

I

WHAT KIND OF CITY was Glasgow in the eighteenth century, and how did its character affect the Enlightenment there? In the first place, it was a town of considerable vitality and growth. Around the middle of the century, Glasgow’s population of perhaps 30,000 was roughly twice the size of Aberdeen but scarcely half that of Edinburgh. By 1800, however, the population had grown to about 80,000 — almost three times the size of Aberdeen and, for the first time, slightly more than Edinburgh.3 Demographic increases were matched by the physical expansion of the city, especially towards the west. This process of enlargement encompassed not only famous streets like Virginia Street (1753), Queen Street (1762) and Buchanan Street (1771) but also a broader, grid-like network of at least forty-eight new streets constructed between 1779 and 1815.4

It is tempting to attribute these developments to industrialization, since nineteenth-century Glasgow would become one of the great urban centres of the Industrial Revolution. David Dale — owner of the cotton spinning mill at New Lanark that would be made famous by his son-in-law, Robert Owen — and James Watt, of steam engine fame, are among the eighteenth-century residents of the city who may be cited in support of this claim. It should be remembered, however, that Dale was essentially a merchant-entrepreneur engaged in rural industry,5 and that Watt had to go to his partner Matthew Boulton’s Birmingham in order to see his technological innovations machined into reality. Though manufacturing was increasingly important during the second half of the eighteenth century, the key to Glasgow’s prosperity and growth lay not in heavy/industry of the nineteenth-century variety but in small-scale industry and commerce, especially the carrying trade with the New World.

This point has important implications for understanding the disposition and even the very appearance of Glasgow. A commercial ethos permeated the city, giving it a much different atmosphere from the professional-aristocratic ambience 7 that characterized Edinburgh. The direction of Glasgow’s commercial life is also significant: to a greater degree than east-coast cities that faced Europe, Glasgow had a western, Atlantic orientation. This distinction manifested itself in various ways, such as in the contrast between Aberdeen’s extensive Scandinavian connections or Edinburgh’s enormous Dutch influences — which generally encouraged politeness, toleration, social stability and sober religion and learning — and Glasgow’s often unstaid relations with Ireland and the Americas. Finally, since eighteenth-century Glasgow possessed substantial commercial wealth without the heavy industry of later times, and since, in contrast to Edinburgh, relatively few physical remnants of the old city now exist, it is necessary to use one’s visual imagination when trying to recapture the look and feel of Glasgow during the age of the Enlightenment. Rather than conjure up an image of the grimy industrial city of the early twentieth century, we must picture eighteenth-century Glasgow as a clean, prosperous and exceptionally handsome town.

That is how Daniel Defoe saw it as early as the mid-1720s. In A Tour Through the Whole Island of Great Britain (1724–26), he praised the streets and buildings of Glasgow and called it ‘the cleanest and beautifullest and best built’ of British cities, London excepted. Defoe had a sharp eye for Glasgow’s enormous commercial potential, particularly in regard to the growing trade with America. Leaving the Firth of Clyde, he noted, Glasgow’s ships were able to sail directly and without interruption to the American colonies; often they were at the capes of Virginia before London ships were clear of the English Channel. The shorter voyage meant significantly lower costs of transatlantic transportation for merchants from Glasgow, as opposed to London: ‘Nay even in Times of Peace, [when there is no danger from privateers in the English Channel] and take the Weather to happen in its usual Manner, there must always be allow’d one Time with another, at least fourteen or twenty Days Difference in the Voyage, either Out or Home.’6 Defoe’s estimate was correct, and its further implication was that in the summer sailing season vessels from Glasgow, unlike those from London and other English ports, could fit in two out-and-back Atlantic crossings, with obvious economic benefits.

The merchants of Glasgow, and the smaller ports further down the Clyde estuary, had not been backward in exploiting the advantages pointed out by Defoe. Even before the legalizing Act of Union of 1707, they had begun to develop their trade with America; since the latter part of the seventeenth century, the Clyde had been the centre of a profitable transatlantic contraband trade, particularly in tobacco. After the Union, the pace of development quickened. The London merchants’ fear of this growing northern competition began to appear in the form of complaints about alleged irregularities in the Glasgow trade: custom dues, it was asserted, were not collected on the Clyde with the same rigour as in the South. In the end the government acted on these complaints, tightening up the Scottish revenue organization and replacing local Scottish officials with English ones.

The Glasgow tobacco trade continued to grow, however. In the early post-Union years, Glasgow’s tobacco imports averaged about one and a half million pounds per annum. In the 1720s this figure climbed to six million pounds. But the most startling development began in the 1740s, when tobacco imports rose from eight million pounds in 1741 to a record forty-seven million pounds in 1771. Two years earlier, Glasgow had become the leading tobacco port in the British Isles, importing just over half of Britain’s supply. This highly profitable economic connection between the Firth of Clyde and the Chesapeake Bay played a crucial part in the material and commercial development of western Scotland. In Glasgow itself, it created the famous tobacco aristocracy, a group exercising enormous influence over nearly every aspect of the city’s life.7 The so-called ‘tobacco lords’ built their splendid mansions on Virginia Street and were distinguished by their scarlet cloaks, curled wigs, cocked hats and gold-headed canes.

More was at issue, however, than the creation of a wealthy commercial élite. The link between economic prosperity and cultural vitality may not be an automatic one, but the two phenomena frequently do seem to sustain each other. For both the city and the colonies, the effects of Glasgow’s American trade transcended purely material factors. Scotland imported tobacco, but its exports included news, letters, books, politics, religion, ideas. The trading link made an interweaving of Scottish and American culture almost inevitable, with consequences that are still being explored by scholars.8 Moreover, Glasgow’s role as a commercial entrepôt, processing and warehousing tobacco, sugar and other New World products for resale throughout the British Isles and Europe, encouraged still broader cultural contacts and influences.

Glasgow’s commercial prosperity also provided opportunities for the development of notions of enlightened progress and improvement, in all aspects of the polite civic culture of an increasingly civilized modern world. Progress could be seen in economic life, stimulating the dissemination of new, progressive ideas. Yet the process also worked in the reverse direction, as enlightened intellectual values provided a stimulus to economic success. It is entirely possible to see in the Glasgow merchant community a demonstration of the view that enlightened values in education could and should have a practical application. In Philadelphia, that centre of Enlightenment in America, Benjamin Franklin had asked the question: ‘What signifies Philosophy that does not apply to some Use?’9 The professors of Enlightenment Glasgow would certainly have understood the force of the question, and to a degree they provided an appropriate answer. No fewer than 36 of the 166 tobacco merchants identified in Glasgow between 1740 and 1790 had matriculated at Glasgow University, and there is evidence that many other merchants attended university classes without matriculating.10

Few merchants were members of the Glasgow Literary Society, or the more convivial Friday and Anderston Clubs, which were dominated by professors from the university. But Glasgow’s merchant community was involved in other clubs and societies with loose links to the Enlightenment. As early as the 1740s some merchants were active in a political economy club. At least twenty-five Glasgow merchants were members of the Hodge Podge Club, which was founded in the early 1750s as a literary society, even though its activities soon became strictly social. After the outbreak of the American Revolution, local businessmen founded the Morning and Evening Club, meeting in a tavern in the merchant city; members assembled before breakfast to read the latest newspapers from Edinburgh and London and discuss the American war and the affairs of Parliament. Other clubs, such as the Glasgow branch of the Cape Club and My Lord Ross’s Club, combined conviviality with some literary conversation.11 It would seem, then, that Glasgow’s mercantile community was reasonably well educated and engaged in enlightened club life.

Throughout the century, foreign visitors to Glasgow continued to register their delight that such a bustling, prosperous city, one dedicated so largely to merchant enterprise, was also so attractive in its layout and appearance. The description that the English traveller Henry Penruddocke Wyndham sent to his father on 19 July 1758 is typical, differing from Defoe’s earlier account only in detail and degree:



Glasgow … is a large, handsome, & populous city. The Streets are strait, very broad & long; the houses are lofty & uniform and well built with good stone. I never saw in any Town in England, four such fine & elegant streets as run imediately from the Market place to the Four Points. The lower stories near the Market place are supported with handsome Piazzas in the manner of Covent Garden. The public Edifices are very handsome such as the Guild hall, & several good Hospitalls. There are nine Parishes in this city besides an English Chapell, & the inhabitants of the Town are computed to be 50,000. A vast deal of Trade is carried on here, & the streets are as much crowded by Passengers as they are about Charing Cross in London.



In his next letter home, dated 25 July 1758, Wyndham, an Oxford man himself, picked up the same theme, contending that neither ‘the high street of Oxford nor any one in London is so good, as the great street in Glasgow.’12

The impressions of Glasgow registered by some of the fictional English travellers in Tobias Smollett’s Humphry Clinker (1771) are not unlike the views of Wyndham and other actual English visitors. Although scholars have repeatedly cited Matthew Bramble’s characterization of Edinburgh as ‘a hot-bed of genius’, few have quoted his glowing description of Glasgow:



I am so far happy as to have seen Glasgow, which, to the best of my recollection and judgment, is one of the prettiest towns in Europe; and, without all doubt, it is one of the most flourishing in Great Britain. In short, it is a perfect bee-hive in point of industry. … The number of inhabitants is said to amount to thirty thousand; and marks of opulence and independency appear in every quarter of this commercial city.



After pointing out the beauty of the streets and houses, the cathedral, the Cross, and the college, as well as two of the town’s ‘defects’ (the poor quality of the water and the shallowness of the River Clyde), Bramble launches a discussion of some of Glasgow’s foremost citizens — the medical men John Moore and John Gordon, and the merchants Andrew Cochrane and John Glassford — by observing that ‘the people of Glasgow have a noble spirit of enterprise’. Bramble’s nephew Jery Melford is equally enthusiastic, praising not only Glasgow’s ‘trade and opulence’ but also its ‘gaiety and diversions’. ‘Glasgow is the pride of Scotland,’ Jery declares, ‘and, indeed, it might very well pass for an elegant and flourishing city in any part of Christendom.’13

In 1777 the Glasgow success story was enshrined in a historical account of the town’s progress in The History of Glasgow, written by John Gibson, a local merchant. ‘An extending commerce and increasing manufactures, joined to frugality and industry’ had generated wealth, Gibson explained, and wealth in turn had stimulated the growth not only of banking, credit and more ambitious ‘schemes of trade and improvement’, but also of a wide range of changes in areas well outside the economic sphere: ‘a new stile was introduced in building, in living, in dress, and in furniture; the conveniences, the elegances of life began to be studied; wheel-carriages were set up; public places of entertainment were frequented; an assembly-room and a play-house were built by subscription.’ What all this amounted to was nothing less than a Glaswegian cultural revolution during the third quarter of the eighteenth century:



It may be confidently asserted, that, since the year 1750, a total change has been effected, not only in Glasgow, but over the whole country around it; the manners of the people have undergone an alteration greatly for the better; a spirit of industry and activity has been raised, and now pervades every order of men; commerce has been increased, manufactures have been carried on to a considerable extent, and they are still extending; every person is employed, not a beggar is to be seen in the streets, the very children are busy.14



Because they had greatly improved the inhabitants’ ‘manner of living’ and contributed ‘in a very great degree, to health and happiness’, these immense changes constituted, in Gibson’s opinion, an unmitigated blessing.

Much of what Gibson had to say was accurate. Yet matters are usually more complicated than booster histories would lead us to believe, and the topic at hand is no exception. The year before Gibson’s History of Glasgow appeared, Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations singled out urban merchants for some harsh criticism, not only for their materialistic self-interest but also for their tendency ‘to deceive and even to oppress the publick’.15 It seems likely that Smith formulated his views on these matters on the basis of his experiences with Glasgow merchants, with whom he associated during the 1750s and early 1760s. Other members of the Glasgow academic community were privately still more critical of the town’s merchants. Writing in 1787 to his former student, the Englishman Samuel Rose, the Glasgow humanity (Latin) professor and poet William Richardson made fun of the popularity of Robert Burns’s poetry among ‘the Glasgow Manufacturers & merchants, persons who never read a verse before in their days’. As a student in Glasgow three years earlier, Rose himself had written an angry letter home to England to describe the hostile reception accorded to the staunch Foxite professor John Millar when he attempted to convince the citizens of the town of the inadvisability of sending up a loyal address in support of the younger Pitt’s government:



But what can possibly be expected from a parcel of Merchants, whose every Thought turns upon the one thing useful? Whose acquaintance with Books is confined to the cash-Book and Ledger? … To see men, who often cannot write their own names, who more frequently cannot spell them with propriety, and who sometimes cannot read them after they are written, to see such men in possession of plums, it must naturally excite one’s Indignation.16



Rose claimed to have been present when wealthy Glasgow merchants harangued on the advantages of an ‘Illiterate Education’ over a ‘Literary’ one.

Rose’s depiction of the merchants of Glasgow as so many cultural Philistines is an overdrawn stereotype, but then so is the opposite conception of them as thoroughly enlightened. In reality, the commercial character of Glasgow created both cultural opportunities and hazards for the Enlightenment. In the same way, Rose’s suggestion that the self-interest and general ignorance of the Glasgow merchants fuelled a crude variety of political conservatism is at best only one side of the story. Against this view, it could be argued that the percolation of Enlightenment values down into the professional and mercantile middle class lay behind Glasgow’s increased political awareness, which historians have traditionally seen as a straightforward product of the American crisis. It goes without saying, of course, that Glasgow would take an intense and continuing interest in the dispute between Britain and the American colonies, and that the town’s economic interests would lead the Glasgow merchants as a whole to speak for compromise and reconciliation. Glasgow was flourishing as a result of existing conditions; change could only be for the worse. As a result, up to and even beyond the point when the Revolution began, Glasgow was one of the few places in the United Kingdom where war with America was openly opposed. Only when it became clear that the war would be fought to a finish did Glasgow shift its ground. If a quick British victory would be the best protection for its investments in the colonies, Glasgow would do all in its power to achieve that end.

However, even if Glasgow’s initial concern over the dispute between Britain and the American colonies was based chiefly on economic self-interest, the diffusion of Enlightenment values seems to have ensured that the larger political, ideological and philosophical issues involved in the American Revolution would not go unnoticed. Some of the occasional material printed in Glasgow during and immediately after the American War lends credence to this point of view. In 1778 Revd William Thom of nearby Govan, a supporter, like John Witherspoon before him, of the Popular party in the Church of Scotland, was still able to publish his pro-American sermon, The Revolt of the Ten Tribes, originally delivered on 12 December 1776. Still more significant was the publication in Glasgow in 1783 of A Collection of the Constitutions of the Thirteen United States of North America, first printed in Philadelphia late in 1780 by order of Congress. The Glasgow edition contains a prefatory set of ‘Verses on the Constitutions’ that contains the following lines:




But now, behold, a set of new-born states

(Their western shores the vast Atlantic beats)

Whose constitutions have no other plan,

Nor aim than this — the happiness of man.





The echo of the Declaration of Independence is clear, but the basic error in geography suggests that the writer was more familiar with American ideals than with the physical reality of the United States.

The poet goes on to ask of the newly-created nation, ‘Whence they their institutions drew?’ — and proceeds to attempt an answer:




Perhaps their wisdom’s borrowed from the store

Of civil policy in ancient lore;

From Him who knew to form a warlike race;

Or Solon who excell’d in arts of peace:

Perhaps they’ve culled from states of modern days

Whate’er was best and most deserving praise:

Perhaps, in fine, they’ve search’d Utopian schemes

From Grecian Plato’s down to David Hume’s.





The final poetic judgement is that the- American constitutions were directly inspired by the goddess of liberty. It is interesting that the poet approaches the subject of the American state constitutions from the perspective of the Enlightenment. The references to ‘civil policy’, the ‘arts of peace’, and the classical lawgivers Lycurgus and Solon, not to mention David Hume, all underline the point. Perhaps it is not too much to say that the existence of these verses demonstrates that there were those in Glasgow in the 1780s who were prepared to see the successful conclusion of the American Revolution as an endorsement and vindication of Enlightenment values.

II

HALF A CENTURY AFTER Defoe’s tour, and fifteen years after Henry Wyndham’s visit, Glasgow was visited by another distinguished English literary figure. Samuel Johnson, returning with James Boswell from their tour of the Hebrides, spent 28 and 29 October 1773 in the city. Boswell recalls a day in London when Johnson, hearing Adam Smith praise the beauty of Glasgow’s buildings, turned to him and asked, ‘Pray, sir, have you ever seen Brentford?’ Now, listening to Johnson express admiration for the elegance of Glasgow’s streets, Boswell slyly reminds him of this episode.17 In his published comments in the Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland, Johnson does seem to allow Glasgow a somewhat grander status than that of Brentford: ‘To describe a city so much frequented as Glasgow, is unnecessary. The prosperity of its commerce appears by the greatness of many private houses, and a general appearance of wealth.’18 On the other hand, the social and intellectual life of the city does not appear to have elicited quite so positive a response. Johnson met several of the university’s leading men, including Thomas Reid, John Anderson and William Leechman, then principal of the college, as well as Robert and Andrew Foulis, the printers to the university. But Boswell tells us that their conversation was not to Johnson’s taste. The Foulis brothers, indeed, clearly upset their famous guest by arguing and answering back — ‘I found that, instead of listening to the dictates of the sage, they had teased him with questions and doubtful disputations’ — and Johnson had to turn to Boswell to cope with such an unprecedented situation. The university professors appear to have been more cautious; Boswell suggests that they were reluctant to expose themselves in conversation to Johnson’s ‘superior powers’ (Tour, 365). Perhaps in truth, having learned from the Foulis experience, they were simply being polite.

These conversational encounters with the literati of the Glasgow Enlightenment may well lie behind Johnson’s far from enthusiastic assessment of the Scottish universities. He allows that Glasgow and the other universities have chosen to divide up the academic year in a more rational manner than their English counterparts; but in all other respects the Scottish universities are deemed inferior. Because the Scottish grammar schools are in his view inadequate, students entering university are too young and ill-prepared. Johnson concludes:



Men bred in the universities of Scotland cannot be expected to be often decorated with the splendours of ornamental erudition, but they obtain a mediocrity of knowledge, between learning and ignorance, not inadequate to the purposes of common life, which is, I believe, very widely diffused among them, and which countenanced in general by a national combination so invidious, that their friends cannot defend it, and actuated in particulars by a spirit of enterprise, so vigorous, that their enemies are constrained to praise it, enables them to find, or to make their way to employment, riches, and distinction. (Journey, 134)



This complex sentence finally draws a distinction between knowledge pursued for its own sake and knowledge put to use. The emotional thrust of the passage seems to require us to acknowledge the ‘mediocrity’ of the more utilitarian approach to learning. Yet the actual language employed seems almost to undermine that position: ‘the splendours of ornamental erudition’ do not appear to be self-evidently more valuable than the kind of knowledge which, allied to ‘a spirit of enterprise’, allows men bred in the Scottish universities to gain the strongly positive benefits of ‘employment, riches, and distinction’.

In spite of Johnson, and a stubborn preoccupation with internal bickering and litigation among the faculty, the University of Glasgow was certainly one of the leading academic centres of the Enlightenment in eighteenth-century Europe. It was also impressive physically, as Henry Wyndham’s letter to his father of 25 July 1758 makes clear. After briefly describing Glasgow Cathedral and ‘the stately remains of the Arch Bishop’s Palace’, he continues:



But the chief ornament of the Town is the College. It consists of 3 neat Courts & has a pretty front towards the street. The members of the College are 16 Professors & about 300 students. Here is no Chapell or common Hall as at Oxford for the Students to attend, but ev’ry member dines & lodges where he pleases, & is only expected to be present at the proper Lectures. Over the entrance of this College in a long Room is an extraordinary good collection of all the best old Painter’s pictures. Painting is very much encourag’d here, for there is a school on purpose for it, another for Sculpture & another for Engraving.19



At the time of Wyndham’s visit, there were actually only twelve academic chairs at Glasgow University, but if one counts the principal, an important lectureship in chemistry and the lecturers in the Foulis brothers’ affiliated fine arts academy, to which Wyndham drew his father’s attention, the figure of sixteen professors is near enough the truth. The professors included such luminaries as Adam Smith in moral philosophy, Joseph Black in medicine, James Moor in Greek, John Anderson in natural philosophy, Robert Simson in mathematics and William Leechman in divinity. By the time of Johnson’s visit in October 1773, Smith, Black and Simson were gone; but Leechman had become principal, and the university could now boast of Thomas Reid in the moral philosophy chair, James Williamson in mathematics, William Richardson in humanity, William Wight in church history, John Millar in civil law, William Irvine in chemistry and Alexander Wilson in the new chair of practical astronomy.

III

THE ENLIGHTENMENT AT GLASGOW, then, even more than at Edinburgh, appears to have been centred around the university. Accordingly, the first part of this volume focuses on the academic component of Glasgow’s Enlightenment. The composition of the Glasgow professoriate and the ways in which Glasgow professors obtained their academic positions, thanks in large measure to enlightened patrons such as Lord Ilay, third duke of Argyll, is the subject of the book’s opening essay, by Roger L. Emerson. The authors of chapters 2–7 focus on aspects of particular Glasgow professors during the age of the Enlightenment: Thomas P. Miller on the civic humanist rhetoric of the Irish ‘father’ of the Glasgow Enlightenment, Francis Hutcheson; Thomas D. Kennedy on the divinity teaching and pious character of Hutcheson’s protégé and friend, William Leechman; Ian Simpson Ross on the Glasgow years of the university’s brightest light, Adam Smith; Kathleen Holcomb on the contributions of Thomas Reid to the university’s philosophical club, the Glasgow Literary Society; Paul Wood on the scientific outlook of the much-maligned professor of natural philosophy, John Anderson; and John W. Cairns on the remarkable achievement of John Millar as a one-man school of law. In keeping with the general purpose of the book, the aim of these chapters is not to present comprehensive analyses of the theories of important thinkers but rather to explore some of the ways in which the lives, teachings, ideas and outlooks of prominent Glasgow professors can be used to enhance our understanding of the distinctive academic culture that existed at Glasgow University during the eighteenth century.

Henry Wyndham may have slightly underestimated the number of students attending Glasgow University in the 1750s,20 but his comments on the freedom of students to dine and lodge where they please are accurate and significant. The urban character of Scottish universities like Glasgow and Edinburgh was largely responsible for this feature, so different from the residential system that Wyndham had known at Oxford. Samuel Rose found this freedom to his liking but wondered whether he would have fared as well had he studied at Edinburgh, where a bigger and more varied metropolis offered diversions that could easily lead unsupervised students astray:



I cannot sufficiently rejoice at my Good-fortune, in residing at Glasgow instead of Edinburgh. In the former of the places I meet with no temptations to which I should not be exposed in the most retired situations. A student, who prosecutes his Studies with attention and diligence at Edinburgh must possess the greatest degree of fortitude, self denial, and Resolution. Since that place abounds with many Amusements, and avocations from Business, … the greatest praise is due to that young man, who performs his college-Business without stumbling.21



No wonder that Alexander Boswell, Lord Auchinleck abruptly transferred his son James to Glasgow University in 1759, after the younger Boswell had rebelled against his father by taking up with stage-players and Roman Catholics while a student at Edinburgh. After matriculating at Glasgow, Boswell came under the unlikely influence of Adam Smith, establishing a relationship that, according to Gordon Turnbull’s chapter in this volume, had an influence on the pupil which lasted far beyond his student days.

If Boswell was an outsider who spent a short but perhaps significant time at Glasgow University, Dr John Moore was a native who left Glasgow in part because he could not get a position in the university there. In his chapter on Moore in this volume, H. L. Fulton provides a look at the Glasgow medical profession from the standpoint of a medical man who had literary ambitions that Glasgow simply could not fulfill. Like his kinsman and biographical subject, Tobias Smollett, Moore became a Glaswegian cultural exile — first on the Continent and subsequently in London. His initial decision to give up his medical practice in Glasgow was prompted by a generous offer to become travelling tutor to the duke of Hamilton at £300 a year for life, but the decision not to settle there permanently after his tutoring days were over had deeper foundations that were both social and intellectual. The imaginative literature that Smollett and Moore wished to write was never Glasgow’s strong suit. Yet by the 1770s and 1780s Glasgow itself was a modest source of poetic inspiration, as men such as John Mayne and Robert Galloway put their visions of the city into verse. Their poetic images of Glasgow form the subject of Richard B. Sher’s chapter in this book.

We have seen that in one way or another both Wyndham in 1758 and Johnson in 1773 encountered the remarkable Foulis brothers, who not only dominated the Glasgow book trade during the third quarter of the eighteenth century but also established in Glasgow a short-lived fine arts academy for painting, sculpture and engraving. These seemingly unrelated activities were in fact closely connected. As printers and publishers, the Foulis brothers were famous for their magnificent editions of the classics, such as their splendid folio editions of the Iliad and Odyssey (1756–58). Such books were truly works of art. On the other hand, the great majority of the Foulis brothers’ book output consisted not of sumptuous showcase quartos and folios but of workmanlike octavo and duodecimo editions of classical and modern authors. Prominent among the latter were their mentor Francis Hutcheson and another of Hutcheson’s protégés, William Leechman, whose moderate occasional sermons were among the most frequently printed works on the Foulis list. It can be argued that the Foulis brothers’ achievement was to translate into print culture the values of the classical, aesthetic, moralistic, Hutchesonian Enlightenment in Glasgow.22

The development of Enlightenment print culture by the Foulis brothers and a handful of other Glasgow printers and booksellers, such as Robert Urie, was notable, but so was the rise of evangelical print culture associated with devout Presbyterian printers and booksellers such as John Bryce, Glasgow’s most active producer and purveyer of pious Calvinist books and pamphlets. In a career that stretched from the 1740s through the mid-1780s, Bryce had his name in the imprint of well over two hundred titles. Only a handful of them were not religious or ecclesiastical in nature. More than thirty of his titles were works by Ralph or Ebenezer Erskine, the leading mid-eighteenth-century seceders from the Church of Scotland in the name of evangelical Calvinist purity. Pious sixteenth- and seventeenth-century authors were also popular, and larger works, such as John Howie’s account of Scottish Presbyterian ‘worthies’, Biographica Scoticana (1775), were sometimes published by subscription, with pious Paisley weavers and other workers and tradesmen from the Glasgow region making up a large proportion of the subscribers. Bryce printed, pamphlets directed against Roman Catholic relief and against the dreaded law of ecclesiastical patronage, which, by giving patrons the power to nominate or present parish ministers, effectively deprived local heritors, elders and congregations of an active voice in the ministerial selection process. And he printed several works having to do with America, including the previously mentioned Collection of the Constitutions of the Thirteen United States of North America, as well as critical speeches on the Union of Parliaments by Lord Belhaven, the Scottish Presbyterian patriot, whose writings were deemed ‘Very Necessary for These Times’ on the title page of Bryce’s 1784 edition.23

What this added up to was a commitment to a radical, pious, evangelical brand of Scottish Presbyterianism that was particularly strong in Glasgow and the West of Scotland, just as it was unusually weak in the more Episcopalian and Jacobite Northeast. When the common sense philosopher and moderate Presbyterian minister Thomas Reid left Aberdeen to replace Adam Smith as professor of moral philosophy at Glasgow in 1764, he was startled at the extent to which the ‘common people’ of Glasgow were involved in religion of ‘a gloomy, enthusiastical cast’.24 Within a year he was telling the same correspondent in Aberdeen that the clergy of Glasgow worked to keep the common people ‘fanatical in their religion’ (13 July 1765, Works, 1:41). Had Reid gone to Glasgow about twenty years earlier, when enthusiasm over the Cambuslang Revival was at its height, he would have been still more distressed at the intensity of popular Presbyterianism in the Glasgow vicinity. From the seventeenth through the eighteenth centuries, America, Ulster and greater Glasgow experienced a remarkable transatlantic upsurge of evangelical Calvinism that had no equivalent in Edinburgh and Aberdeen.25 From an east-coast perspective, the ‘holy fairs’ and mass conversions of the early 1740s sometimes seemed to be little more than mass hysteria, and it is noteworthy that one of the most popular orthodox Presbyterian pamphlets of the age, the anonymous Letter from a Blacksmith to the Ministers and Elders of the Kirk of Scotland of 1758, was directed against revivalism.

The intensity and extent of evangelical Presbyterianism in Glasgow often worked against the Enlightenment. The theatre, for example, had a difficult time of it in Glasgow, and on more than one occasion pious zeal seems to have provoked acts of arson against playhouses there. Similarly, the Enlightenment’s sacred principle of religious toleration was not always popular in Glasgow, which became the centre of Scottish opposition to the modest proposals for Roman Catholic relief that came under consideration during the late 1770s. In religion as in commerce, however, a simplistic dichotomy of light versus darkness fails to capture the complexity of the situation. Despite their opposition to some of the principles of the Enlightenment, Popular party clergymen in the Glasgow vicinity were often among the most aggressive spokesmen for principles of liberty, both at home and in the colonies. In his chapter on contested clerical calls, Ned C. Landsman further develops an argument, begun in two previous contributions to volumes in this series,26 which contends that the evangelical Presbyterian movement in Glasgow and the West of Scotland constituted an alternative form of the Enlightenment rather than an anti-Enlightenment. Perhaps the most interesting figure in this context is William Thom, the tenacious foe of the Glasgow professoriate and the subject of the final chapter in this book, by Robert Kent Donovan. Landsman and Donovan force us to reconsider the relationship of enlightened principles and popular Presbyterian piety, with results that may pose a serious challenge to the prevailing conception of the Scottish Enlightenment as fundamentally academic and religiously moderate.

IV

OUR THREE ENGLISH VISITORS to Glasgow — Defoe in the 1720s, Wyndham in the 1750s and Johnson in the 1770s — encountered a city unlike any other. Prosperous from its burgeoning commerce, rapidly expanding in population and size, handsome in appearance, oriented towards the west, rich with clubs and bookshops, possessed of a fine university with a respectable philosophical or ‘literary’ society, and imbued with evangelical Presbyterianism in religion — Glasgow in the eighteenth century was a fascinating place. Depending on whom you asked, its inhabitants were characterized by industry and useful knowledge or greed and ignorance, by piety and devotion or fanaticism and bigotry. It was amid these dynamic, sometimes contradictory elements of urban growth, wealth, beauty, learning and piety, that the distinctive voices of the Glasgow Enlightenment could be heard.
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PART I

The University and Enlightenment Culture



1

Politics and the Glasgow Professors, 1690–1800



Roger L. Emerson

The cultural politics of eighteenth-century Scotland focused principally on two related sets of institutions: those of the established church and those of the schools, including the colleges and universities. In both sets the determination of policy and the recruitment of staff slipped after 1690 from the hands of clerics into those of laymen, especially politicians.1

In the kirk, this process began in 1690 with the Erastian settlement imposed by William and his advisors, who were not willing to follow the extreme policies urged upon them by devout and fanatical elements. By 1712 the Barrier Act (1697) and the Toleration and Patronage Acts (1712) had restored the process of recruitment to the gentry, prevented the zealous and bigotted from harrassing dissidents, and made it difficult for a popular party to dominate the church. Increasingly, political manipulation of presbyteries, synods and the annual General Assembly imposed moderation on the kirk. The cases brought against the Glasgow divinity professor John Simson on grounds of heresy (1714—29), the various secessions (e.g., 1733, 1761), the failure of strict Presbyterians to discipline the three Homes (John, Henry and David Hume) for their philosophical and theatrical indiscretions during the 1750s, and the ability to use the church for the purposes of government, which was so greatly facilitated by the Moderates after the mid-1750s, all point to the kirk’s loss of independence. As this happened its clergy also changed, but not in ways the Moderates had expected. The failure of the heritors and taxpayers to raise clerical stipends lowered the quality of the ministers and let into the parishes men whose social antecedents made them more docile and deferential towards those who had appointed them.

In the schools something similar happened. Those founded and staffed by the Scottish Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge (SSPCK) imposed anglicizers upon reluctant Highland parishes. Lowland heritors tended to employ and pay right-thinking young men, many of whom would trim their views because they aspired to promotion into better livings in the kirk. In the colleges and universities the pressures were equally clear. These institutions were visited between 1690 and 1702 by a parliamentary visitation commission, a committee of which attempted to standardize a new and reformed curriculum. Further visitations were contemplated in 1708 at St Andrews,2 and were carried out in 1716–17 at Aberdeen, 1717–18 at St Andrews and Glasgow, and again in 1726–27 at Glasgow. Similar political interference was sought by Foxite Whigs such as the earl of Buchan at Edinburgh in 1782–83, Professor John Anderson at Glasgow in 1783–84, and Buchan’s friend William Ogilvie at Aberdeen in 1786.3.

The Crown increased its ability to interfere in collegiate matters by awarding grants that were usually of limited duration or contingent upon the life of the monarch. At Glasgow, these are to be seen in the grant of the tack of Bishop’s teinds, in Queen Anne’s Bounty and other particular grants that lapsed with the death of the sovereign, and in other sinecure offices used to reward academics. The establishment of regius chairs, grants for facilities and extraordinary purchases and favours, such as the making of their libraries deposit libraries for copyrighted materials, all showed the increasing reliance of the universities upon the state. But nowhere was this dependence more apparent than in appointments. As the real value of university livings at Glasgow rose on average from about £100 per annum to over £200,4 the concern to control these positions grew and became rooted in considerations other than ideology and orthodoxy in religion and politics. The politicians were eager to monopolize such patronage; and, as they organized increasingly effective machines, they were able to do so. None did so better than Archibald Campbell, first earl of Ilay and, after 1743, third duke of Argyll (1682–1761), and Henry Dundas, first Viscount Melville (1742–1811). When there were no strong political managers, however, corporations like Glasgow University went their own ways and talked of their independence.

In the long run, the politics of the church and the universities were tremendously important because they shaped the attitudes, values and ideas of Scots, particularly those of the educated élite. It is extremely difficult to believe that Scots would have exhibited so much interest in improvements, science and technology, politeness and enlightenment had not patronage in the kirk and schools come to rest in the hands of many individuals who were already committed to those ends because they saw them as intrinsically good or as necessary to the making of political careers in a British state. The pressures to control zealous Presbyterians in 1712 came from Anglicans more than Scottish Episcopalians, and the need to exercise moderation in the church was also as much English as Scottish. The politicians favoured by the English were the polite, cultivated men already like their better selves, but also men whose positions in Scotland made them capable of securing political support for Whig governments and, after 1707, for a United Kingdom.

This is not to say that the roots of the Scottish Enlightenment were English, but it is to suggest that English political needs and pressures made it possible for men like William Carstares; James Ogilvy, first earl of Seafield; John Kerr, first duke of Roxburghe; John Hay, second marquis of Tweeddale; Ilay and others to come to power and to place in the church and universities men who shared their outlooks and aspirations. Ilay, the most effective of these men, became the great creator of the Scottish Enlightenment because politics required someone like him — a capable organizer with both Highland and Lowland connections who could get things done. It was largely accidental that this great patron was also a lover of learning, an amateur scientist and an enthusiastic improver who liked the company of intellectuals, or that he came to power in the early 1720s.

I

BETWEEN 1690 AND 1704, Scottish political factions fell into court and country parties that looked to ‘great men’ for leadership. By 1705 one fairly stable political group, the Squadrone, had emerged under the leadership of the first dukes of Montrose and Roxburghe, in whose wake followed the second marquis of Tweeddale, the earls of Rothes, Leslie, Melville, Leven, Marchmont and Haddington, and lairds such as Maxwell of Pollock, Dundas of Arniston, Baillie of Jarviswood and a host of related men whose acres were more or less broad. During the debates over the Union of 1707, the Squadrone tended to pursue a policy of independence for a reformed Scotland. After the Union, for which most of its members voted, the Squadrone was sometimes in office but more often was allied with English country party politicians, with whom it was associated throughout most of the period of power enjoyed by Sir Robert Walpole (c. 1722–42). For most of that era, it was opposed in Scotland by the friends of the second and third dukes of Argyll. They formed a court party, which dominated Scottish politics between 1725 and 1742 and again from 1746 to 1760. Walpole and the Pelhams found the Argathelians indispensable. Although principles mattered to both these sets of Whigs, their lust for office and spoils mattered even more.

Every political manager in eighteenth-century Scotland sought to control as many places of honour, profit and power as he could. They all had interests in the universities’ valuable livings as well as in what was said and done within their walls. The long-run effects of these concerns included keeping the colleges open to new ideas and responsive to the classes whose sons they educated. The Scottish colleges became not merely clerical institutions but also institutions engaged with a secular world that they sought to improve. If politicking in the universities produced some bitterness and litigation, it also produced progress. When Ilay sought to discipline Glasgow University in the mid-1720s, he also tried to raise its academic standards and to force its medical professors to teach. Moreover, most chairs created in the eighteenth-century universities were also founded in years when factions newly come to power, or threatened by opponents, were trying to consolidate their hold on institutions. In Glasgow, it seems likely that the chairs of law (1713), medicine (1714), ecclesiastical history (1716) and botany (1720) owed their creation at least in part to considerations of this sort.5

University politics were seldom as simple as naming a new professor. Even if the post was a regius chair, the Crown had probably been solicited by several important people whose candidates had at least to be considered. Other chairs involved legal patrons jealous of their rights to appoint, who would take suggestions only if it were clearly in their interest to do so. The kirk everywhere had a right to inquire into the religious beliefs and morals of prospective professors. Professors whose incomes depended on fees could be expected to oppose appointees likely to diminish enrolments. They were litigious, and that mattered. Academic recruitment was a matter for negotiation, but those who had to be consulted differed from one university to another, as becomes clear from a brief comparison of Edinburgh and Glasgow.

At Edinburgh, the town council was by 1800 the legal patron to eighteen of the university’s twenty-six chairs, and it still protested appointments it did not make. The city fathers controlled the college funds and throughout most of the eighteenth century supervised the university through a town council committee chaired by the university or college bailie. The Senatus Academicus at Edinburgh counted for little before 1763. Even as late as 1789 that university had to seal its diplomas with ‘one of the City Seals’, a procedure described by its professor of Greek as ‘inconvenient and unsuitable to the dignity of the University’.6

Glasgow knew nothing of such subservience to a merchant oligarchy. Its professors were also freer from interference by the town council than were those at Marischal College, Aberdeen where the professors of divinity and mathematics were chosen by the council, albeit after an allegedly open and competitive examination of candidates. There, too, the council had some say about the Crown’s choice of a principal because his salary was largely derived from a church living in the gift of the town. Although Glasgow’s town fathers could and did act as trustees for some bursaries and other funds, they did not have much purchase on the college livings. Nevertheless, more sons of merchants and artisans held professorships at Glasgow between 1690 and 1800 than in any other Scottish university — a sign of the degree to which professorial recruitment was locally based.

Glasgow University also did not have to contend with powerful external corporations that could influence appointments to its chairs. Edinburgh judges, advocates and writers to the signet had a hand in appointments to the chair of humanity, and advocates had a say in appointing professors of history, civil law and Scots law. Lawyers were sometimes successful lobbyists for those seeking other chairs and often had some input into decisions about the regius chair of public law. By contrast, as John W. Cairns shows in chapter 7 below, Glasgow lawyers had no say about that university’s regius chair, even though the regius professor’s courses reflected concerns with the topics of extramural lecturers catering to the needs of Glasgow’s legal writers (solicitors).
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