From Scottish Enlightenment to digital age: how Britannica's origins shaped shared knowledge
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Wikipedia began as a bold experiment in shared knowledge, but its origins were rooted in a very specific intellectual moment. The Encyclopaedia Britannica was first published in Edinburgh in 1768, in the middle of the Scottish Enlightenment, as a response to Diderot’s Encyclopédie. Its early editor, William Smellie, was only 28 when he took on the task, and later became a symbol of the cut-and-paste craft of early reference publishing. Britannica and other accounts of the period place that project firmly within an era that prized reason, enquiry and scepticism toward authority. 
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