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Any attempt to understand the ambivalent processes of attraction, repulsion, and reimagining that characterized the reception of Asia and its goods in early modern Europe can learn much from the experience of Scotland. Just how a small kingdom on the outer edge of the North Sea world, far from Europe’s established centres of oceanic trade, can offer any wider lessons may not be immediately obvious. It is Scotland’s very marginality to the early phase of Europe’s direct contact with Asia from c. 1500 to c. 1700, when jutxapositioned with the kingdom’s sudden immersion thereafter into the trading world of the English East India Company [EEIC], which makes its trajectory so potentially illuminating.  Scotland experienced the centuries of the Eurasia trades as one of extremes, moving from relative insulation from Asia as late as ca. 1700 to a position where, by the 1760s, many felt that Scottish politics, economy, the social order, and even the country’s moral fabric were at risk of fatal destabilization by a welter of influences from ‘the East’. Of course all European societies experienced their version of this angst over the corrupting and enervating characteristics of ‘Asiatick luxury’. But in Scotland these reactions were played out in an unusually intense fashion. Because of the compressed and intensive nature of engagement with the English Company and its economies, the ways in which the country reacted culturally to its burgeoning links to Asia becomes easier to discern. 
The factors conditioning the reception of Asian goods were complicated still further by the profound unease engendered by the rapid processes of socio-economic change unleashed on Scotland after incorporation into the Union.  In attempting to adjust to these pressures, Scots reconceptualized the old Kingdom as a new a ‘North British’ province. A powerful and enduring sense of the validity and virtue of Scottishness was redirected into what Chris Bayly has helpfully called ‘Scottish Agrarian Patriotism’. This entailed an almost evangelical belief that the country should pursue a comprehensive programme of modernization and attain that most difficult of balances – commercial progress and civic virtue. Only in this way could Scotland establish her economic worth to, and uphold her historical status within, the British Union. But just as this agenda won widespread acceptance among the political, economic and social elites, access to Britain’s Eastern empire seemed to threaten it in the form of a flood of ‘Asiatick luxuries’, corrupt imperial finance, and the arrival back home of politically rapacious EEIC servants.  In eventually accommodating these tensions, in finding answers to the seemingly deep, structural contradictions posed by Britain’s Eastern empire, Scottish society developed a range of tactics that effectively domesticated and naturalized goods and influences from Asia. 
The dilemma faced by post-Union Scotland is neatly encapsulated in the July 1744 issue of The Scots Magazine. A common method by the press to render Asia more comprehensible to readers involved noting the appointment, promotion, or death of the increasing number of Scots joining the EEIC. The July issue recorded the death of one of the most prominent Scots yet to have taken service in Asia: James McRae of Orangefield in Ayrshire, a retired governor of Madras.  McRae’s success and wealth was tangible proof that Asia offered an attractive field of opportunity.  But this positive assessment was more than balanced by an entirely different representation of Asia and its commodities. The very same issue published a number of petitions that marked the culmination of a campaign that had swept across Scotland denouncing the increasing consumption of tea. Even farmers in Ayrshire were involved, denouncing ‘that foreign and consumptive luxury called tea’ adding that they would abandon ‘the enjoyment of it altogether to those who can afford to be weak, indolent and useless.’ It should be reiterated that such anti-luxury sentiment was not particularly Scottish: this sort of reaction was common across Europe. But Scotland’s position in the British Union and the increasing opportunities available to Scots in the EEIC combined to generate a particularly intense and fearful climate over the negative effects of modern commerce and empire. 
A hugely significant factor which explains why post-Union Scottish society often projected onto Asia and its goods a host of socio-cultural fears is the intensity of rural and urban change sweeping across the country from the 1740s. To contemporary observers modernization was to be welcomed: it was the rate of change and the stark socio-economic consequences that increasingly worried people. Even as late as the 1730s Scottish agriculture struggled to feed the population and the memory of the 1690s famines – which killed 1 in 10 Scots – drove an intense ideology of agrarian improvement.  Within 50 years this achieved a remarkable intensity, transforming the countryside, rural population levels, and crop productivity at a rate simply not evident elsewhere in Western Europe. The result was massive social dislocation and the obliteration of whole rural communities. A natural consequence was mass emigration. By the outbreak of the American Revolutionary War, the Scottish Highlands - with a mere 3% of Britain’s population – supplied nearly 15% of all emigrants to British North America. Meanwhile tens of thousands migrated into Scotland’s major cities and towns: between 1760 and 1820 it is generally accepted that Scotland’s urban sector was the fastest growing in Western Europe. The consequences of modernization seemed to include alarming new forms of urban destitution and social alienation, as well as the loss through emigration of the population what could sustain progress in the longer term.  To many of Scotland’s leading social thinkers, who otherwise avidly proclaimed the virtue of progress, the country’s experience of ‘improvement’ seemed all encompassing and savagely intense. Anything which further undermined the already destabilized foundations of the economy and social order was, in this context, treated with heightened suspicion.
This angst over the destructive, alienating aspects of ‘commercial’ progress partially explains why Scottish commentators often fretted more than most other British observers about how the new links with Asia manifested themselves.  Be it silks, calicos, tea, ‘East India fortunes’ or and the Nabobs they sustained, all were seen as detrimental to an orderly yet virtuous transition towards commercial and social modernization. In the series of parish reports produced in the 1790s known as the Statistical Account of Scotland, minister after minister damned foreign luxuries in general.  No less than 26 out of Scotland’s 33 counties (78%) reported on the local impact of tea. It is eloquent testimony to the contradictory sentiments of attraction and hostility which surrounded commodities from Asia that the folk- memory of many parishes could note the very year in which tea was first drunk there. Ministers in Perthshire, Angus, and Inverness commented on how the rapidly increased consumption of calico and tea had driven up prices and wages, resulting in a faltering agrarian economy and the moral debasement of the population. The widespread belief in the ‘effeminization’ of the labouring classes even led one Berwickshire minister to assert that growing levels of local destitution was a direct result of excessive tea consumption.
But it was not just goods and commodities that constituted the arrival in Scotland of clear influences from Asia. The generation after the Union had witnessed a slow but steady build up of Scots in the EEIC as landed and mercantile families exploited patronage networks and kin links in London. With only 12% of Britain and Ireland’s population, Scots routinely formed around 20% of the Bengal and Madras army officer corp by the 1770s; 25% of the 143 British and Irish free traders at Madras by 1778; and 28% of all new East Indiamen commanders in the 1790s. In medicine, Scots were especially prominent, constituting c. 40% of East Indiamen surgeons as early as the 1730s. There has been a noticeable tendency to exaggerate the percentages of Scots in the EEIC; and the profile certainly waxed and waned. Nevertheless, by the 1760s there were more Scots in the EEIC than their share of Britain and Ireland’s population would warrant – and, crucially, Scottish society was aware of this fact.  
Returning EEIC personnel and free traders – known as ‘Nabobs’ – made a particular impact on Scotland because, in a relatively impoverished part of Britain, their wealth was more obvious. There were also a lot more of them as a consequence of the relatively large number of Scots in the EEIC in the first place. It is telling that the only other East India club formed outside London was established in Edinburgh in 1787. Over 230 individuals who had returned from Asia became members within 20 years. As Nabobs began purchasing estates from traditional landed families, their presence was felt locally and politically. Colonel Charles Campbell of Barbreck, a Madras army officer, bought six small properties in Argyll in 1768 alone, adding an estate on the Isle of Bute a year later. All over Scotland, from the Orkneys to Wigton, from Berwick to St Kilda, nabobs acquired estates at a rate probably matched only in the Home Counties. The political consequences of this intrusion of imperial returnees, often assumed to have acquired their wealth in morally dubious circumstances, were seen as almost wholly negative. In the notoriously corrupt elections of 1768 and 1774 nabobs like Sir Archibald Campbell of Inverneil were denounced for bribing urban voters, often to the exorbitant sum of £500 each. In the constrained framework of post-Union Scotland, nabobs made a substantial impact: in England, in the 1790 election, 6% of seats were won by nabobs or individuals closely connected to the EEIC. In Scotland it was 26%. 
Small wonder that contemporaries as diverse as the Edinburgh literatus, Henry Mackenzie, to the ministers fulminating in the Statistical Account, feared that Asian influences were simply overwhelming a Scotland already struggling to control the social and moral consequences of rapid modernization.   Even Adam Ferguson, whose work exemplified the Enlightenment in Scotland’s distinctive engagement with the question of commercial progress, feared that civic and individual virtue was at risk. His History of the Progress and Termination of the Roman Republic, published in 1783, was in effect a warning of the dangers which awaited any moral and virtuous political community that engaged too closely with the corrupting influence of politics, wealth and luxury from Asia. Although appealing for a wider British awareness of the perils inherent in excessive imperial expansion, Ferguson’s message would have been all too clearly understood in a Scotland.  
But what is perhaps particularly useful about the example of Scotland is the way that these fears were assuaged. Far from continuing to fret over ‘Asiatick luxury’ and the increasing prominence of Nabobs, various forces were already at work which would eventually produce a situation where the country’s links with Asia were transformed, neutralized, domesticated and substantially disguised. This process happened in a number of ways, some economic, others financial and cultural. Firstly, from the late 1780s, in conjunction with other textile producing areas of Britain, Scottish manufacturers increasingly developed ‘substitute’ forms of calico, home woven silks and increasing specialization in various printed techniques. Glasgow muslin production boomed, as did Paisley’s development of printed textiles. As Britain moved from a mass importer of Asian textiles to an increasingly industrial exporter, the negative connotations surrounding cotton and silk goods evaporated. Consumption of home produced ‘Asia-style’ textiles, far from disrupting economic development and hastening social dissipation, could now be an act of patriotism.  
For the Nabobs and their fortunes, too, there was increasing scope to reshape public perceptions or, just as importantly, disguise the ‘Asian’ origins of their wealth. One of the most immediate ways in which the huge profits made by Scots and other Britons in areas like India and China reappeared at home was through lending. The remittance of wealth to agents in London and Edinburgh occurred in ways that naturalized, and even localized fortunes made thousands of miles away. By lending to Scotland’s landed families, busily ‘improving’ their estates, sojourners in Asia contributed to the transformation of the entire rural order. It is clear that the use of imperial wealth as ‘credit’ occurred on a massive scale: landlords borrowed from successful EEIC civil servants, returned military men or free traders keen to see their unstable fortunes made more secure. Between 1780 and 1815 the amount lent in mortgages secured on lands in Fife encompassed 80% of its parishes and totalled £132,900. Scottish court records prove this happened to a greater or lesser extent in every shire in Scotland. Profits from Asia were, quite literally, ploughed into the country’s improving rural order. Asia, in other words, helped make Scottish agrarian patriotism possible. In so lending, returnees turned their nabob wealth into social respectability, as their lived off the rentier interest due to them by Scotland’s established aristocratic and landed families.  
Others deployed monies made in the Asia trades to project an image of civic responsibility and individual virtue. Scotland’s parish-school system, in counties as far apart as Caithness in the north to Berwick in the south, benefited from donations.  Everywhere Asia percolated back into Scotland in ways deliberately designed to proclaim the integrity, social responsibility, and patriotism of the imperial nouveaux riche. In 1789 Scots in Bombay subscribed to help lay the foundations of the University of Edinburgh’s New College, a building designed to proclaim Scotland’s intellectual and educational prowess within the British Union. In Aberdeen, Dumfries and Elgin between 1800 and 1830, magnificent new hospitals were constructed with fortunes remitted by merchants or doctors in India.  In these ways the country’s engagement with Asia was transformed from a potentially malign, immoral and destabilizing influence, into the means by which Scotland could confidently proclaim its virtue and its prestige as one of Britain’s leading ‘metropolitan provinces’. Much of this rural, urban and civic modernization was the direct result of the proceeds of a deep entanglement with Asia, its trades, and its goods. But proclaiming this link was exactly what was not intended. Instead, Asia’s colossal impact on Scotland disappeared, to be transformed into well ordered, productive rural landscapes; Asian goods became laundered fortunes that in turn reappeared in the stone and fabric of Scotland’s burgeoning but civically confident cities and burghs. 
All these transformations show that what makes Scotland instructive, even in a wider European context, is that even as the country benefiting hugely from links with Asia, a set of social and cultural reactions worked to efface the evidence of these connections.  A range of cultural tactics emerged that actively downplayed the true extent to which Asia had profoundly shaped the country’s development and modernization. What the case of Scotland proves so clearly is how Europe could have her ‘Asian cake and eat it’, but then deny the fact. 

