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PREFACE

Because the s t ruc ture of t h i s d isser ta t ion takes an unusual form, a

word of explanation is in order. I have used as the s t a r t i n g point for th i s

essay on the soc ia l and moral philosophy of Adam Ferguson h i s most important

work, The Essay on the History of Civil Society. The thes i s i s organized—

with the exception of the Introduction and two appendixes—as a commentary

on Ferguson's Essay and i s designed to accompany the text of th i s work, a

copy of which has been bound i n , with my notes. The Essay (referred to

throughout the thes is as HCS) i s divided in to s ix "Pa r t s . " Each xeroxed

Part i s followed by my notes to that Pa r t , each note keyed to the par t icular

page and l i n e number of the Essay. Thus, "Page 121, l ine 26 [p. 146]" refers

to page 121, l i n e 26 of the Forbes edit ion of the Essay, which fa l l s on
2

page 146 of th is volume.

There are several reasons why the inclusion of Ferguson's Essay

struck me as the best course t o take , rather than the more conventional one

of simply offering an analysis of Ferguson's thought. Most reader are un-

familiar wi th the wri t ings of the lesser known figures of the Scottish

Enlightenment and t h i s provides an occasion for them to read f i r s t hand one

of i t s more important works. This method makes needless any extensive

"The edit ion which has been used is that edited by Duncan Forbes and
published by the University of Edinburgh Press in 1966. I t is a reprinting
of the f i r s t edi t ion of the work published in 1767. I should l ike t o thank
the University of Edinburgh Press and the Aldine Publishing Company, Chicago,
for t h e i r permission to xerox the Forbes edition for use in t h i s disser tat ion,

This same method i s also used in Appendix I I , which concerns i t s e l f
with Ferguson's c i t a t i ons .

ii



quotation from the Essay which, otherwise would have been required and, as a

result, allows more room for quotations from other writers and from Ferguson's

earlier and later writings for purposes of comparison.

Secondly, Ferguson's thought as a whole is only very loosely struc-

tured and occasionally i s inconsistent, which makes the task of tying his

theories together at times close to impossible. Using the Essay as the basis

of a commentary provides a ready-made structure in which to work. Finally, I

felt i t important not to duplicate the work already done in several studies

which have recently been published and which already provide the interested

reader with a general analysis of Ferguson's views.

I should l ike to add a word about Ferguson's subject matter. Adam

Ferguson was a moral philosopher, which means that the subjects with which he

deals in his writings are as broad as the interests of the whole range of the

modern social sciences. At one point or another Ferguson touches on questions

which today are dealt with in disciplines as disparate as sociology, ethics ,

economics, po l i t i ca l theory, history, and—to a lesser extent—epistemology,

jurisprudence, psychology, and geography. I make no pretense to having gone

into a thorough, examination of his views in a l l these areas. What I have

tried to accomplish i s to suggest the bare outlines of Ferguson's thought as

manifested in his most bri l l iant work, The Essay bri the History of Civil

Society, and to offer some comparisons with the thinking of h i s contemporaries,

with later writers, and with earlier writers who seem most strongly to have

influenced him. To the extent I have succeeded, I trust that the readers of

Ferguson's Essay w i l l find in i t , as I have, the perceptiveness and insight

Tierta Helena Jogland, Ursprurige und Gruridlagen der Sdzidldgie bei
Adam Ferguson CBerlin: Duncker und Humblot, 1959), and David Kettier, The
S ocial and Polit i ca l Thought of Adam Fergus on (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State
University Press, 1965).
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for which the Scottish En light enment can justly be considered as the water-

shed of modern intellectual thought.
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INTRODUCTION

Adam Ferguson was born on the twen t i e th of June , 1723, a t L o g i e r a i t ,

P e r t h s h i r e , t h e youngest son of the min i s t e r of the par i sh at L o g i e r a i t . He

received h i s e a r l y educat ion both at t h e pa r i sh school and at t h e grammar

school i n Per th . In 1738, at the age of s i x t een , he was sent t o the

Univers i ty of S t . Andrews, where he read c l a s s i c s ; and, in 1742, Ferguson

entered t h e Div in i ty Hall of t ha t Univers i ty . By 1745 he had obtained h i s

l i cense t o preach and, at tha t p o i n t , was offered t h e deputy chaplaincy of

the Black Watch Regiment because of h i s knowledge of Gael ic . He j o i n e d the

Regiment in Flanders and quickly rose t o t h e rank of p r i n c i p a l chapla in ,

having accompanied i t at the Ba t t l e of Fontenoy.

With the he lp of h i s f r iend David Hume, he was appointed t o the

p o s i t i o n of Keeper of t h e Advocates1 Library i n Edinburgh, succeeding Hume

in that office. This position he resigned two years later, in 1759, to

become Professor of Natural Philosophy at the University of Edinburgh. In

1764 he took the Chair of Moral Philosophy at the University, which he held

until 1785. Because of i l l health he retired from this post at the age of

sixty-two and was transferred to the Chair of Mathematics as a sinecure.

Ferguson died on the twenty-second of February, 1816, in his ninety-third

year, at St. Andrews, Scotland, and was buried in the Cathedral there.



I

Fundamental to Ferguson's social theory is the conviction that there^

is no period in the history of the human race which could properly be charac-

terized as pre-societal, that i s , that society is coeval with man. The indi-

vidual appears as the bearer of social dispositions and these dispositions

are an essential part of his nature. Thus, he remarks in the Essay on the

History of Civil Society;

Mankind are to be taken in groupes, as they have always subsisted.
The history of the individual is but a detail of the sentiments and
thoughts he has entertained in the view of his species: and every
experiment relative to this subject should be made with entire
societies, not with single men.l

Quoting Montesquieu's dictum that man is born in society and there he

remains, Ferguson goes on to insist that i t is more, than mere convenience

which keeps men together in social groups. By far the strongest motives are

based on a set of natural—one might almost say instinctive—drives towards

social intercourse. On this he writes:

We may reckon the parental affection, which, instead of deserting
the adult, as among the brutes, embraces more close, as i t becomes
mixed with esteem, and the memory of i t s early effects; together
with a propensity common to man and other animals, to mix with the
herd, and, without reflection, to follow the croud of his species.
What this propensity was in the first moment of its operation we
know now; . . . Sadness and melancholy are connected with solitude;
gladness and pleasure with the concourse of ^

Ferguson rejects the social contract theory with much the same argu-
3

ments earlier offered by Hume. The establishment of a formal set of rules

governing society and the construction of a political apparatus results,

according to him, not from a desire to create a stronger union, but to

restrain the abuses which resulted from the weakening of already unformulated

•^CS, p. 4. 2Ibid., pp. 16-17.

A Treatise on Human Nature, ed. T. H. Green and T. H. Grose (2 vols.;
London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1878), II, 265-66.



rales of behavior. "Man must have been accustomed to political action before

they concerted together," writes Ferguson, for a people "never adopted a re-

finement for which they had not discovered some use." A system of political

organization was gradually shaped to meet the developing needs of a society

grown more complex. It is a useless analytical tool, claims Ferguson, to

posit the idea of universal consent to what was, in fact, the gradual

emergence of formalized rules of action which took their origin in earlier

modes of behavior.

What is perhaps most immediately significant in Ferguson's rejection

of the idea of social contract is its implications for a thoroughly new

methodology of the social sciences. It follows, for Ferguson, that i f

aprioristic notions of man's nature—like the social contract theory—are to

be rejected as not truly indicative of the way in which man functions, both

as an individual and in conjunction with other people, then the only adequate

method of gaining information about man is by studying him within the context

of his history. Ferguson does not deny that man has a nature; what he re-

jects is that this nature can be uncovered by any but an empirical method.

It is because of this sharp and strikingly important break with the previously

common methodology of investigating social phenomena which pervades Ferguson's

Ess ay, that he has been suggested as the father of the science of sociology.

As Theodor Suddeberg has pointed out, the problems with which

sociology deals could only have been posed after the destruction of the

ilarry E. Barnes, "Sociology before Comte," The American Journal of
Sociology, XXIII, No. 2 (September, 1917),. 234; see also Theodor Buddeberg,
"Ferguson als Soziologe," Jahrbucher fur Nationalokonomie und Statistik,
CXXIII (1925), 609-612; and Werner Sonbart, "Die Angange der Soziologie," in
Hauptprobleme der Soziologie: Erinnerungsgabe fur Max Weber, ed. Melchior
Palyi (2 vo l s . ; Munich and Leipzig: Duncker undHumblot, 1923), I , 9.



theological-metaphysical world-view and with the prior introduction of the

modern scientific approach. The elimination of dogmatic theology, which

occurred towards the end of the seventeenth century, was essential to clear-

ing the ground for the scientific WeItanschauung.

1st die moderne Philosophie der Ausdruck fur die aufkommende
Autonomie des menschlichen Geistes, der sich von den Fesseln der
kirchlichen Autoritat befreit, so zeigt sich in j enem Problem der
Soziologie die neue weltliche Lebensbejahung, die die Selbstandigkeit
des Individuums erkannt hat.

The destruction of this theological world-view brought in i ts train a crisis

in the field of moral philosophy which, up to then, had played an ancillary

role to theology and which now was forced to stand almost totally independent

of i t s theological setting. Sir Leslie Stephen has described this crisis

clearly in his History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century.

Theology {Stephen writes] , so long as i t was a vital belief in the
world, and preserved a sufficient infusion of the anthropomorphic
element, afforded a complete and satisfactory answer to the ques-
tions "what is meant by fought,1 and by fgoodness,1 and what are
the motives which induce us to be good." . . . But wider specula-
tions as to morality inevitably occur as soon as the vision of
God becomes .faint; when the Almighty retires behind second causes,
instead of being felt as an immediate presence, and his existence
becomes the subject of logical proof, or belief is refined into
sentiment•

The question, then, of how morality can survive theology is the one

to which the British moralists of the eighteenth century were forced most

Tmmp.fKai-.ftly to turn, and the starting point for most was the identification

of God with nature. Moral philosophy, as a result, becomes, for the

philosophers of this period, essentially inductive; "i t collects the facts

and then looks for a theory to explain them, and the collection of the facts

Buddeberg, loc. c i t . , p. 609.

o
Sir Leslie Stephen, History of English Thought in the Eighteenth

Century (2 vols.; New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1962), II, 1.



i s the chief thing. It has therefore l i t t l e inclination to exhibit the

theory of ethics as part of a general system of philosophy or as an appendix

to a theory of knowledge.11 I t i s by analysing man and his relationships _in

society, and by studying thenature of society, that the eighteenth-century

ethicist sought answeisto the questions posed by their discipline: in what

does goodness consist, and what are the motives which induce us to be good?

It is for this reason that moral philosophy, by the middle of the

eighteenth century, had converged so closely and eventually had transmuted

i tse l f into a discipline methodologically and in subject-matter no different

2
from contemporary sociology. And this becomes clear after reading the

Essay—given Ferguson's ends as an ethicist and his rejection of an

aprioristic approach to the study of man. In order to decide on questions

of moral ends, i t is first necessary to determine what man i s . Only within

terms of what he is_ can we then understand what sorts of activity can ful f i l l

him as an ethical being. The study of man, why and how he acts, is a pre-

requisite to determining what can and does motivate him to best accomplish

his ends as a man. Gladys Bryson points out that "to be a moral philosopher

was to be an analyst and interpreter of the current mores, and at the same

time a protagonist of new relationships thought by the philosopher to be more

highly ethical and advantageous." That i s to say, to be a moral philosopher

was to be, by the end of the century, a sociologist.

Given this intimate connection between Fergusonfs ethical system and

1L. A. Selby-Bigge, "Introduction," British Moralists, ed. L. A.
Selby-Bigge (2 vols . ; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 189 7), I , xix.

2
See Gladys Bryson, "Sociology Considered as Moral Philosophy," The

Sociological Review, XXIV, No. 1 (January, 1932), 27.

"The Comparable Interests of the Old Moral Philosophy and the Modem
Social Sciences," Social Forces, XI, No. 1 (October, 1932), 19.



his theory of social phenomena, i t would probably be wise before proceeding

with any further analysis of Ferguson's social theory, to indicate the

ethical system which he espouses, an ethical system to which his social

theory logically plays an ancillary role.

Umaji Kaneko, in his study of Ferguson's ethics, remarks that the

central problem for English ethics in the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-

ries was the question of why should—and does—man act in the interests of

his fellow men and for his society. Three schools of thougjt arose offering

theories in answer to this central ethical question:

1. The Utilitarian school, based upon the ethical principles of

Hobbes and Locke, which found that self-love or self-preservation is the

fundamental motivating factor of moral behavior. Only through a broader

based societal good—these thinkers argued—could self-preservation be real-

ized. Guided by this, men establish societies and states. The origin of

morality, then, lies in egoistic calculation and is the result of rational

reflection.

2. The Intellectualist school, the most prominent members being

Clarke, Wollaston, and Price, which held that the very laws of reason, or

axioms, impelled man naturally towards moral behavior. For this group,

"virtue is natural primarily because i t conforms to the ' intelligible nature

and essence of things,' or the relations arising from them, secondarily be-
2

cause it recognizes the actual nature, i . e . , the constitution of man."

3. The Sentimentalist school, suggested by Cumberland, firmly

umaji Kaneko, Moralphilosophie Adam Ferguson's [sic] (Leipzig:
Lucka [S.A. ] , 1903), p. 3. The schema which follows relies heavily on
Kaneko's subsequent discussion.

2
Selby-Bigge, loc. c i t . , I , xxix.



established as a theory by Shaftesbury and developed in many directions by

Butler, Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and Ferguson. This group was primarily

distinguished by i ts adoption of feeling as the faculty which perceives moral

distinctions. This school, too, holds that virtue is natural, but, unlike

the intellectualists, "because i t conforms to and is the normal expression of

uncorrupted human nature." The constituent elements of this "human nature"

vary with the particular philosopher: for Shafesbury and Hutcheson, "the

kindly or benevolent affections regulated by regard to the whole 'system of

rationals' made up the real nature of man." Butler saw the moral faculty as

being "conscience [which] speaks with the voice of the whole man, and the

real nature of man is that constitution (not entirely benevolent) which

conscience (and cool self-love) approves of." Adam Smith saw moral behavior

as that conduct "with which the impartial spectator i s able to sympathize."4

And for Adam Ferguson, moral behavior consisted in those actions which promote

excellence in the human spirit and leads to the perfection of the soul. For

al l these thinkers the social motive i s inborn and they agree that man's dis-

position is so created that he just as well acts for his fellow-men as for

himself. Social l i f e , therefore, is natural, fundamental to man, and not re-

ducible, as with the utilitarians, to self-love, or, as with the intellectual-

i s t s , to reason.

The major portion of Ferguson's ethical views are contained in his

Institutes of Moral Philosophy and especially in the Principles of Moral and

Political Science, although he sketches out the broader outlines of his

position in the Essay as well. Thus, Ferguson, in his chapter on moral

Ibid. Ibid., I , xxix-xxx.

3Ibid., I , xxx. 4Ibid.
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sentiments, speaks of man as possessing moral feelings which are not reduci-

ble to further analysis, but rather which appeal to an ultimate moral sense

common to al l mankind.

As actors or spectators, v;e are perpetually made to feel the
difference of human conduct, and from a bare recital of transac-
tions which have passed in ages and countries remote from our own,
are moved with, admiration and pity, or transported with indignation
and rage. Our sensibility on this subject gives their charm, in
retirement, to the relations of history, and to the fictions of
poetry; sends forth the tear of compassion, gives to the blood i t s
briskest movement, and to the eye i ts liveliest glances of dis-
pleasure or joy. It turns human life into an interesting spectacle
and perpetually solicits even the indolent to mix, as opponents or
friends, in the scenes which are acted before them. Joined to the
powers of deliberation and reason, i t constitutes the basis of a
moral nature; and whilst i t dictates the terms of praise and of
blame, serves to class our fellow*-creatures by the most admirable
and engaging, or the most odious and contemptible, denominations.

We must, in the result of every inquiry, encounter with facts
which we cannot explain; and to bear with this mortification would
save us frequently a great deal of fruitless trouble. Together
with the sense of our existence, we must admit many circumstances
which come to our knowledge at the same time, and in the same man-
ner; and which do, in reality, constitute the mode of our being. 1

Among those principles of human nature which, taken together, can be

understood as an ultimate moral faculty of the mind, Ferguson finds man pos-

sessed of certain dispositions toward self-preservation. He claims that

man, like the other animals, has certain instinctive propensities,
which, prior to the perception of pleasure or pain, and prior
to the experience of what is pernicious or useful, lead him to per-
form many functions of nature relative to himself and to his fellow-
creatures. He has one set of dispositions which refer to his
animal preservation, and to the continuance of his race; . • .2

In connection with these dispositions, Ferguson points out that they cannot

be taken as solely involving a narrowly conceived self-interest. They are,

rather—when considered in their broader sense—dispositions which often

prompt men to restrain their desires and to act in opposition to their

, pp. 33-34, 2Ibid., pp. 10-11.



immediate interests for the sake of a more enlightened self-regard.

Ferguson, in fact, wishes to include under the rubric of those dispositions

aiming towards self-preservation, a more obvious ethical motive force in the

individual—a sense of benevolence. Thus, he goes to great lengths, in the

section of the Essay devoted to self-preservation, to show that benevolent

acts can just as much emanate from a sense of self-love and as much aim

towards the fulfillment of the individual as those acts we commonly under-

stand as selfish. The point is again argued in a later section of the Essay,

where he states:

The dispositions of men, and consequently their occupations,
are commonly divided into two principal classes; the selfish, and
the social. The first are indulged in solitude; and if they carry
a reference to mankind, i t is that of emulation, competition, and
enmity. The second incline us to live with our fellow-creatures,
and to do them good; they tend to unite the members of society to-
gether; they terminate in a mutual participation of their cares
and enjoyments, and render the presence of men an occasion of joy.
Under this class may be enumerated the passions of the sexes, the
affections of parents and children, general humanity, or singular
attachments; . . .^

These acts which Ferguson here calls "social" have as their goal the preser-

vation of the individual and of the species and, in turn, have a strong

component of benevolence.

Thus, benevolence, for Ferguson, is as important a factor as self-

interest—in its narrower sense—in determining men'a actions and lies at the

root of a l l those activities we consider moral.

I t i s interesting that, in the process of attacking moral philosophies

"henry Laurie, in his comments on Ferguson's ethics, has called atten-
tion to the similarity of this view with that earlier suggested by Bishop
Butler. Scottish Philosophy in i t s National Development (Glasgow: James
MacLehose and Sons, 1902), p. 208.

2HCS, p. 51.
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which hold tkat al l acts are ultimately selfish acts. Ferguson employs a

very modern philosophical approach. If al l acts, claims Ferguson, must ult i-

mately be selfish—"acting in a regard to our interest" — as some have

insisted, then, logically, no acts can be thought of as benevolent acts.

"All acts are selfish acts" i s , for these philosophers, de fin i t ion ally true.

And if that is so, the statement "all acts are selfish acts" cannot legiti-

mately pretend to have descriptive relevance. As Ferguson puts i t : "the

adversaries of this supposed selfish philosophy, where it makes self-love the

ruling passion with mankind, have had reason to find fault, not so much with

its general representations of human nature, as with the obtrusion of a mere

innovation in language for a discovery in science." By thus speaking, the

advocates of an ethics based on self-interest have defined out of existence

the perfectly useful distinction of ordinary language between benevolent and

selfish acts. The influence of Thomas Reid and the Scottish common sense

school is clear in the approach Ferguson here uses.

If, as seems to be the case, Ferguson admits to the power of self-

interest and benevolence as the basic motive forces governing man's behavior,

towards what general ends, either individual or social, are these actions

tending? To this question Ferguson—in the spirit of the Enlightenment—

posits nothing less as the final moral end of the individual and of the

species than the attainment of perfection; an attainment never possible but

towards which man is always striving. Progress lies in the ever-greater un-

folding of the capacities of the individual and of the species, as the

2
individual brings himself more into accord with the order of the universe.

1Ibid. , p. 14.

2
Ferguson was an open admirer of the Stoics, as is clear from his

views on the ethical imperative of moving towards a greater connaturality
with the cosmos..
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For Ferguson, then, progression towards excellence or perfection is

a natural development and i t is this progression that can alone be called

"the state of nature." Any point which lies on this continuum of development

is as much man's "state of nature" as is any other point. In the Principles

he writes:

For our purpose . . . i t is sufficient to observe, that the
state of nature or the distinctive character of any progressive
being is to be taken, not from i t s description at the outset, or
at any subsequent stage of i ts progress; but from an accumulative
view of its movement throughout. The oak is distinguishable from
the pine, not merely by i t s seed leaf; but by every successive
aspect of its form; by i t s foliage in every successive season; by
its acorn; by its spreading top; by i t s lofty growth, and the length
of its period. And the state of nature, relative to every tree in
the wood, includes all the varieties of form or dimension through
which i t is known to pass in the course of i t s nature.!

From a study of the history of the human species, Ferguson remarks

throughout the Essay, a sense of this progressive movement towards the im-

provement of the individual and of the species which manifests this basic

drive becomes apparent* At one and the same time, then, Fergusonfs law of

perfection offers an explanation both for individual morality and for social

progress. Compare this view of moral ends and the nature of society with

that of Hobbes, whose theory of man sees progress solely in terms of the

social organism, working against the basic nature of man! Ferguson rejects

in every detail Hobbes1 idea of the state of nature and, consequently, Hobbes1

theory of the origin of society.

2
It i s , as Victor Cousin has remarked, by attacking Hobbes1 methodology-

from which his theory of the origin of society rigorously follows, that

"^Principles of Moral and Political Science (2 vols.; Edinburgh:
A. Strahan and T. Cadell, 1792), I , 192; hereafter referred to as PMPS.

2
Victor Cousin, Cburs d'histbire de la Philosophie Morale au dix-

huitieme siecle (2 vols.; Paris: Librairie de Ladrange, 1840), I , 329.
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Ferguson deals with the notion of the Hobbesian state of nature. The "state

of nature," for Ferguson, is as much reflected in modern civilization as in

the more primitive stages of manfs development, in as much as these are all

manifestations of human nature in time and space, a human nature which i s ,

in its essentials, invariable and absolute, but which unfolds itself for in-

vestigation through the history of the species. This methodology, Ferguson

insists, leads one to the realization that man is essentially a social being

and has as i t s corollary—as we have seen—that there can be and could have

been nothing like a social contract of the sort Hobbes refers to.

What, then, for Ferguson are the ends of society—a question which,

for Hobbes, was easily answered in terms of the purposes and motives which

led men to enter into the social contract? Ferguson offers an explanation

in his Principles;

Perfection is no where found short of the infinite mind; but pro-
gression is the gift of God to all his intelligent creatures, and
is within the competence of the lowest of mankind. There needs
not the genius of Hannibal or Scipio to detect the false notion of
happiness, of honour, or personal distinction, which mislead the
fool and the coxcomb. Men of humble capacity may learn to think
justly on these subjects: And as far as wisdom depends on a just
conception of familiar objects, i t is the nature of created mind
in the course of experience and observation to improve i ts sagacity,
and to make continual approach to the highest measure of intellec-
tual ability of which i t is susceptible. The world is far from
being so unreasonable, as to expect from every individual the utmost
perfection of which human nature is susceptible; nor of any
individual, in every action of his l ife, a full display of all the
good qualities of which he himself is possessed. But the virtue of
goodness, whether operating in mere innocence, or in beneficence, is
surely improvable, if not actually acquired by habit.•*•

This theory is the logical consequence of Ferguson's primary principle of in-

dividual morality, that is that the law of perfection is the final end of our

activity. In criticising this "law of perfection" and man's progress towards

i t , Cousin has made the following point:

, I I , 403-404.
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Mais ic t comme en morale je demanderai *k Ferguson ce qu'i l entend
par le progres. Or 11 n'est pas possible de definir le progres
sans en avoir montre I1 ideal de perfection auquel aspire la societe.
Crest ce que ne peut faire notre publiciste, par la raison que,
n'ayant pas su primitivement definir le but de la vie individuelle,
i l n'est pas en mesure de definir le but de la vie sociale. C'est
en politique surtout que se fait sentir le vice de sa theorie
morale. -*•

Thus, i t seems that Fergusonfs ethics, based as i t is on a theory of

infinite perfectibility, sees i t s social manifestation in the idea of prog-

ress. Duncan Forbes, however, has questioned this conclusion and suggests

that Ferguson cannot be classed among those who held to this common Enlight-

enment doctrine. "The Essay»" writes Forbes,

belongs, or has been seen as belonging, to a number of "histories" or
"pre-histori.es"; sociology, romanticism, Histbrismus, "historical
materialism," and so on; i t certainly does not belong to the history
of the idea of progress. In general, the thinkers of the Scottish
Enlightenment are not to be regarded as pioneers of th±s idea; like
the disciples of Coleridge, they did not "enlist as drummers to beat
the March of Mind," and they, too, questioned the "efficacy of civi-
lization"; but i t was precisely their humanistic values, their
Enlightenment values, that led them to do so; and in the Essay
Ferguson is describing a process of social evolution which, if i t
brings with i t liberty secured by law and ordered government, brings
also evils which threaten to sap the foundations of this achievement.
And in the process, too, much that is of beauty and value, the rude
vigor of primitive art , for example, is irrecoverably lost .2

Certainly Forbes is making a legitimate point in wishing to call attention

to the differences in Ferguson's theory of social development as compared

with some of the French Enlightenment figures, particularly Condorcet. I t

is true that the Condor cet ian view, which uncritically holds to a faith in

universal and inevitable progress directed by the conscious designs of rea-

son, is absent in Ferguson and the other Scottish Enlightenment thinkers.

But i t would, I think, be a mistake to suppose that, because this sort of

Cousin, op. c i t . , I , 338.

2 - —*—"""
Duncan Forbes , " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " HCS, p . x i v .
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view of historical development is rejected, that Ferguson rejects in toto the

idea of progress. The belief in the progressive movement of mankind per-

meates the whole Essay and—as we have mentioned—lies at the foundations of

Fergus onfs moral theory as well.

It is true that in the Essay, Ferguson devotes a fairly lengthy sec-
2

tion to the possibility of retrogression and to the dangers of luxury. But

in the Principles—in which his moral theory is spelled out in much greater

detail—"the discussion of luxury has dropped out, he has much less to say

about the possibility of retrogression, and in the spirit of the time is more

3

extravagant in his prophecies of an unlimited progress for the species." <•

It is by reference to the Principles that one can better understand Ferguson1 s

philosophy of history as i t is presented in the Essay. And, although i t is

perhaps extreme to say that he "postulated an inevitable, suprahuman logic

of continual spiritual as well as material progress," as does Kettler, i t is

just as unfair to claim that he has a cyclical view of history,, or to deny,

as does Forbes, that he can legitimately be considered a proponent of the idea

Forbes appears to be trying to squeeze Ferguson into Hume's mold, for
what he writes of Ferguson is certainly true of Hume. Bury has commented on
Hume in this connection: "The theory of the indefinite progress of civiliza-
tion left Hume cold. There is l i t t l e ground, he argued, to suppose that 'the'
world' is eternal or incorruptible. It is probably mortal, and must there-
fore, with a l l things in i t , have i ts infancy, youth, manhood, and old age;
and man will sh_are in these changes of s ta te ." J. B. Bury, The Idea of
Progress (New York: Macmillan Company, 1932), p. 219.

2HCS, Part VI, pp. 236-280.
3
Lois Whitney, Primitivism and the Idea of Progress (Baltimore:

Johns Hopkins Press, 1954), p. 153.

4
David Kettler, The Social and Pd l i t i ca l Thought of Adam Fergus on

(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1965), pp. 219-20.

W. C. Lehmann, Adam Ferguson and the Beginnings of Modern Sociology
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1930), p. 149.
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of progress at a l l . Only a proponent of such a view, I would think, could

have written, as does Ferguson in the Principles, that the progress of man

"in its continual approach to the infinite perfection of what is eternal . • .

may be compared to that curve, described by geometers, as in continual approach

to a straight l ine, which i t never can reach."

There is further evidence that Ferguson espoused the idea of progress

which can be found in a consideration of his view on the relationship between

moral behavior and the social environment. Ferguson's primary interest, not

only in the Essay but throughout his writings—we should remember, is the

question of morality and i t i s essentially the progress of morality that is

of highest concern to him. Now, he identifies a higher degree of morality

2with commercial societies than with more primitive ones.

The end of commercial art i s , such a supply of accommodation
and pleasure, as wealth may procure: But, suppose this end to
be obtained at once, and without any effort; suppose the savage
to become suddenly rich, to be lodged in a palace, and furnished
with all the accommodations or means of enjoyment, which an
ample estate or revenue can bestow; he would either have no per-
manent relish for such possessions, or, not knowing how to use
and enjoy them, would exhibit effects of gross or ungovernable
passion, and a brutality of nature, from which, amidst the wants
and hardships of his own situation, he is in a great measure re-
strained.

Such we may pronounce to be the effect of mere wealth,
unattended with education, or apart from the virtues of industry,
sobriety, and frugality, which nature has prescribed as the means
of attainment: But, in the use of these means, the industrious
are furnished with exercises improving to the genius of man; have
occasion to experience, and to return the offices of beneficence
and friendship; are led to the study of justice, sobriety, and good
order, in the conduct of l i fe . And, thus, in the very progress
with which they arrive at the possession of wealth, form to them-
selves a taste of enjoyment, and decency of manners, equivalent to
a conviction that happiness does not consist in the measure of

1PMPS, I , 184-85.

2
Admittedly, Ferguson saw certain non-commercial societies as exhibit-

ing a high degree of moral purpose. This is especially true for Sparta and
Rome during the republic.
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fortune, but in i t s proper use; a condition, indeed, upon which
happiness depends, no less in the highest, than in the lowest, or
any intermediate state into which nations are led in the pursuit
of these, or any other arts.^

This bracketing of public virtue with commerce, brought about by the laws

of commercial progress, further sets Ferguson's tone as decidedly optimistic

and demonstrates his belief in the progressive development of mankind.

Active benevolence for the sake of perfection—the phrase is

Kettier's—does not preclude conflict and struggle, which, in their own

right, Ferguson claims, serve the progressive development of the individual

2
and of society. Conflict, writes Ferguson, is a natural phenomenon; our

games and sports testify to our love of contention. But Ferguson goes even

further. War itself serves the positive purpose of encouraging social co-

hesion and gives rise to many of the more noble sentiments of which man is

capable.

Without the rivalship of nations, and the practice of war, civil
society itself could scarcely have found an object, or a form. Man-
kind might have traded without any formal convention, but they
cannot be safe without a national concert. The necessity of a public
defence, has given rise to many departments of state and the intellec-
tual talents of men have found their busiest scene in wielding their
national forces. To overawe, or intimidate, or, when we cannot per-
suade with reason, to resist with fortitude, are the occupations which
give i t s most animating exercise, and i t s greatest triumphs, to a
vigorous mind; and he who has never struggled with his fellow-creatures,
is a stranger to half the sentiments of mankind.

I, 254-55. The position that Ferguson here takes is much
closer to that held by Hume than one would suppose from reading only the Essay.

TCettler has characterized Ferguson's activism in the following words:
"The elevation of feeling and action to a position at least equal to reason
and contemplation; the celebration of man's power over external nature and over
the destinies of his fellow men, as well as his powers of self-discipline; the
directing of man to social action under the promptings of loving concern, not
duty; and finally, the endorsement of discord and discontent—all of these
characterize Ferguson's activist conception of virtue.11 Kettler, op. c i t . ,
p. 150.

3HCS, p. 24.
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Primitive societies, especially, are given to conflict and Ferguson devotes

a fairly lengthy portion of the Essay to a description of the social arrange-

ments of early civilizations and the priority they placed on warlike

activities.

This i s not, however, to suggest that Ferguson accepts the Hobbesian

notion of a "state of war" which Hobbes claimed marked early society. If,

indeed, there were no rules by which differences could amicably be settled in

primitive society, Hobbes would be correct in assuming that a constant state

of war of al l against a l l would have insued. But Hobbes is mistaken in assum-

ing the absence of such a body of law. All society, Ferguson insists , i s

based on certain generally accepted rules, including the most primitive. The

fact that these rules are not consciously formulated does not mean that they

do not exist. They arise spontaneously within a society and are obeyed by

habit. It is fruitless to demand evidence showing who made the rules, because,

in a sense, no one made them. They are the result of the actions of countless

individuals within the group who have created a system of order without con-

scious intent and with no further end than an immediate, utilitarian one.

"Mr. Hobbes," Ferguson writes in his Principles,

seems to make the state of war consist, not so much in actual hos-
t i l i ty , as in the want of any rule by which differences could be
amicably terminated, and in the necessary reference of parties to
the decision of force: But i t is evident that the state of war thus
defined did never actually, exist: . . .

Mankind, in every state, not only had original rights of the per-
son, but could not continue to exist without proceeding to occupy
and possess the means of subsistence and accommodation; and without
being engaged in transactions which amounted to some species of con-
vention or bargain.

It should not be assumed that Ferguson, in taking exception to Hobbes1

warlike savage, went anywhere near as far to the other extreme as did

LPMPS, II , 206.
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Rousseau in his conception of the noble and gentle savage. This, too,

Ferguson strongly rej ects as an historically accurate portrayal of primitive

man. As we have seen, war and strife are, to Ferguson, natural to men in all

stages of society and serve enormously beneficial social ends. "The sense of

a common danger, and the assaults of an enemy, have been frequently useful to

nations, by uniting their members more firmly together, and by preventing the

secessions and actual separations in which their civil discord might other-

wise terminate.11

Ferguson, in pointing out that society is not formed from any rational

calculation, indicates that even something which appears as irrational as

war-̂ -and he admits that i t is in part irrationally based—also serves the

very useful, but probably unpredictable, purpose of keeping society together.

Thus, war too is instrumental in furthering man's development in his progress

towards perfection.

The progress of societies, from which one can see emerge both prop-

erty and the state, Ferguson sees as passing through three clearly defined

stages, two of which can be described as pre-political. It will be useful

to outline his. discussion iji some detail because Ferguson finds the social

and political institutions which, come to fruition in the third stage adum-

brated in the first two.

The history of mankind is confined {he writes] within a limited period,
and from every quarter brings an intimation that human affairs have
had a beginning. Nations, distinguished by the possession of arts, and
the felicity of their political establishments, have been derived from
a feeble original, and s t i l l preserve in their story the indications of
a slow and gradual progress, by which, this distinction was gained.^

The first stage through which society can be seen to pass, Ferguson

calls savagery, and i ts most important characteristic is the absence of

h , p. 22. 2Ihid., p. 74.
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property. Ferguson believes that property cannot be said to be natural to

al l societies and, in fact, is an institution of more advanced cultures only.

It too is a matter of progress, he writes.

It requires, among other particulars which are the effects of time,
some method of defining possession. The very desire of it proceeds
from experience; and the industry by which it is gained, or improved,
requires such a habit of acting with a view to distant objects, as
may overcome the present disposition either to sloth or to enjoyment.
This habit is slowly acquired, and is in reality a principal distinc-
tion of nations in the advanced state of mechanic and commercial
arts , 1

Without any concept of property, except in i t s most rudimentary sense

of communal ownership—and Ferguson is reluctant to employ the term "property"

in this sense—a formal social hierarchy cannot exist. Savage societies can,

then, be depicted as lacking distinctions of rank and condition. There is no

subordination other than that contingent on differences of function within

the social group, differences which, in turn, are dependent in only the

loosest way on age, talent and disposition. "Where no profit attends domin-

ion, one party i s as much averse to the trouble of perpetual command, as the

2
other i s to the mortification of perpetual submission."

Despite the absence of any but the most informal rules governing

social arrangements which marks savagery, Ferguson sees in these primitive

societies the origin of many institutions which will , through a slow evolu-

tionary growth, flower in more advanced cultures.

In these happy, though informal, proceedings, where age alone gives
a place in the council; where youth, ardour, and valour in the
field, give a t i t l e to the station of leader; where the whole com-
munity is assembled on any alarming occasion, we may venture to say,
that we have found the origin of the senate, the executive power,
and the assembly of the people; institutions for which ancient
legislators have been so much reknowned.3

"hfoid., p. 82. 2Ibid. , p. 84. 3Ibid., p. 85.
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In the savage state, personal property is confined solely to one's

utensils, family property to the cottage and its furnishings. All else is

communal. But when the labor and skil l of men are applied apart and indi-

vidually, when members of the social group aim at exclusive possession and

the "individual no longer finds among his associates the same inclination to

commit every subject to public use, he [too] is seized with concern for his

personal fortune; and is alarmed by the cares which every person entertains

for himself." Such feelings, Ferguson adds, begin to pervade all members

of society as much from the desire to emulate and from jealousy as from eco-

nomic necessity. A society thus marked by the emergence of personal property,

Ferguson calls barbarism.

The first sort of wealth either takes the form of agricultural

products or of a herd of animals, depending upon whether the culture's eco-

nomic organization is predominantly agrarian or pastoral. Men in this state

s t i l l retain many of the characteristics distinguishable in members of the

earlier savage society where property is unknown. They are s t i l l addicted

to war and averse to labor; servile occupations are s t i l l committed to women

and slaves. Yet, with the advent of property, the members of the community

can now be distinguished one from the other by unequal possessions which, in

turn, lays the foundation for a permanent subordination of rank. Just as the

savage society seems to bear the crude outlines of a democracy, so the

barbarous state, Ferguson claims, resembles a monarchy—the sovereign being

the military leader of the group and, inferentially, the richest member.

However, a formal political apparatus cannot yet be said to exist. In the

case of savage society, no distinctions of rank nor any permanent authority

1Ibid. , p. 96.
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exists; even the military chieftain does not concern himself with civi l mat-

ters. In the barbarous state, the distinction between leader and follower

is not sharply delineated; their pursuits and occupations are the same, their

minds equally cultivated. There is no civil control, only force; no

formalized set of rules, only power. Superstition governs much of men's

lives in such a society. Yet, Ferguson writes, "property is secure, because

each has a friend, as well as an enemy; and if the one is disposed to molest,

the other is ready to protect."

The first step towards the establishment of a formal political order

results from internal unrest and civi l disorder, which promotes a desire for

a legal constitution governing permissible modes of behavior. We have already

noted that property is not "natural"—in some historical sense—and is a

societal institution evolved like a l l others, and, inferentially, subject to

the same evolutionary dynamic. The security of personal property i s , in the

first instance, threatened from outside the tribe, and war, either offensive

or defensive, is society's main concern. With society constantly faced with

war, internal dissension is kept to a minimum and no formal rules of inter-

personal behavior are found necessary. But once the community has secured

itself from foreign aggression, "the individual at home bethinks him of what

he may gain or lose for himself: the leader is disposed to enlarge the advan-

tages which belong to his station: the follower becomes jealous of rights

2
which are open to Encroachment."

When the power of the tribal leader1—a power obtained not from his

political, but, rather, from his functional position as military leader—is

abused, when i t is employed in encroaching upon the "rights" of other

, p. 106. 2Ibid., p. 125.
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members of the community, then men seek to establish a formal set of rules

concerning the employment of force. Thus, constitutional government, for

Ferguson, is a natural outgrowth of the clash of parties in domestic struggle.

The result of this struggle is the erection of a formal political apparatus

based on previously observed but not explicitly formulated rules and the

emergence of the state.

We would do well to underscore Ferguson's belief that i t i s , for the

most part, instinct and habit and not calculation which determine the particu-

lar social and political forms of a society.

The artifices of the beaver, the ant, and the bee, are ascribed
to the wisdom of nature. Those of polished nations are ascribed to
themselves, and are supposed to indicate a capacity superior to that
of rude minds. But the establishments of men, like those of every
animal, are suggested by nature, and are the result of instinct,
directed by the variety of situations in which mankind are placed.
Those establishments arose from successive improvements that were
made, without any sense of their general effect; and they bring human
affairs to a state of complication, which the greatest reach of
capacity with which human nature was ever adorned, could not have
projected; nor even when the whole is carried into execution, can i t
be comprehended in i ts full extent.

182. Ferguson, at one point in his Principles, contravenes
the argument which he offers here and, in i t s place, suggests a theory of the
origin of political institutions very close to that of Hobbes—for the most
part his arch antagonist. Thus he writes: "Man is born naked, defenceless,
and exposed to greater hardships than any other species of animal; and though
he is qualified to drag a precarious existence under these disadvantages, yet
as we find him, in the situation of his greatest defect, urged by motives to
supply i t , no way short of necessity, so we find him, by a continued applica-
tion of this motive, which we term ambition, s t i l l urged to proceed in every
subsequent state of his progress. His society, also, prior to any manner of
political establishment, we may imagine exposed to extreme disorder; and
there, also, we may fancy the spur of necessity no less applied than in the
urgency of his mere animal wants. From these motives, accordingly, we admit
the arts of human life, whether commercial or political, to have originated,
and suppose that the consideration of necessity must have operated prior to
that of convenience. . . . " PMPS, I , 239. David Kettler remarks, on this
startling passage, that "it seems to display Ferguson's characteristic care-
lessness about important points when those points are not immediately relevant
to the argument at hand and when the rhetorical effect would be damaged by
more precise formulations. This is said because Ferguson here disregarded
al l of his asserations about the spontaneous community which allegedly makes
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Louis Schneider's comments about the Scottish philosophers on this subject

are particularly applicable to Ferguson, who, with Smith, is the chief pro-

ponent of the concept of spontaneously generated order.

It is one of the most insistent themes in the work of the Scots that
men frequently act with certain restricted objects in view and have
not the capacity to contemplate larger "objects," while at the same
time it is in some sense important or indispensable for social or
political or economic systems that those larger "objects" (or special
"results" of action) be realized. In accordance with this theme, too,
i t is frequently the aim of the Scots1 analysis to show how the
larger "objects" are brought about indirectly but effectively through
the pursuit of more restricted goals that men can and do set for them-
selves. In the development of the theme i t is argued repeatedly that
human reason is too frail a reed to rely upon to bring about a
variety of "results."1

Ferguson emphasizes, throughout the Essay, that the "order1 manifest

in social institutions neither requires that there existed an orderer nor

that the order itself be the result of conscious intent on the part of people

aiming to create such an order. Just because some forms of order presuppose

o
an orderer, i t cannot be legitimately inferred that al l forms of order do.

Ferguson takes pains to make his position clear on this subject.

Like the winds, that come we know not whence, and blow whitherso-
ever they l i s t , the forms of society are derived from an obscure
and distant origin; they arise, long before the date of philosophy,
from the instincts, not from the speculations , of men. The croud
of mankind, are directed in their establishments and measures, by

government superfluous in savage societies." Op. c i t . , pp. 240-41. We can-
not but agree with Kettler that such sentiments must be overlooked as not in
keeping with the main thrust of Ferguson's theory.

1 "Introduction," The Scottish Moralists on Human Nature and Society,
ed. Louis Schneider, Phoenix Books (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1967), p. xxx. See also Friedrich Meinecke, Die Entstehung des Historismus
(2 vols . ; Munich: R. Oldenbourg, 1936), I , 283.

2
For a discussion of this approach in Hume's pol i t ical philosophy,

see F. A. Hayek, "The Legal and Polit ical Philosophy of David Hume," in
Hume, ed. V. C. Chappell, Anchor Books (New York: Doubleday and Co., 1966),
pp. 335-360.
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the circumstances an which they are placed; and seldom are turned
from their way, to follow the plan of any single projector.^

No constitution i s formed by concert, no government is copied from
a plan. . . . The seeds of every form are lodged in human nature;
they spring up and ripen with the season. The prevalence of a par-
ticular species is often derived from an imperceptible ingredient
mingled in the soi l .

Duncan Forbes refers to the destruction of what he calls the "Legis-

lator myth11—the belief that social institutions are the unique creations of

superior genius — as "the most original and daring coup of the social science

of the Scottish Enlightenment." As Ferguson puts i t , "Every step and every

movement of the multitude, even in what are termed enlightened ages, are made

with equal blindness to the future; and nations stumble upon establishments,

which are indeed the result of human action, but not the execution of any

human design.."

Societies, then, take their form from a myriad of individual actions,

none of which individually aim at the end of establishing particular institu-

tions, but from which these institutions are the unintended and unanticipated

results. It i s for this reason that Ferguson is not prepared to offer a

theory of the "best" state or "best" society, as societies will differ given

the different factors which unintentionally contributed to the design of each,

This is not to suggest, however, that Ferguson rejects a system of

natural law—which his species of cultural relativism might lead the reader

of the Essay to suspect. Ferguson's theory of a basic unchanging human

nature, in fact, i s predicated on the existence of certain "natural" laws

governing human behavior, the transgression of which would involve doing

damage to both the individual and the species.

•̂ iCS, p. 322. 2Ibid. , p. 123.

3"Introduction," ibid., p. xxiv. 4Ibid., p. 122.
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There is no real contradiction between a conviction that there is

such a thing as natural law and, at the same time, a belief that the struc-

ture of legal and judicial arrangements in society is environmentally deter-

mined. The first set of rules, the "natural law,11 has reference to the

metaphysical, ontological basis of law, although the specific arrangements

will form themselves and develop according to the particular environmental

factors peculiar to the society. It is as if the natural law refracted

itself differently through different prisms, the prisms being the distinct

attributes of any society as i t has historically evolved. Societal arrange-

ments themselves are the products, then, not only of some basic set of ends

common to al l men but also, in their specific form, the products of the

peculiarities of the particular society. The end, in the case of the specific

arrangement, is the adaptation of the natural rules which govern men to

specific circumstances.

This distinction between a set of "natural" and of "normative" rules

has been analysed in a recent study of political principles in the following

way:

Men, of course, like the rest of Nature, have certain natural ways
of behaving. Psychological theories about universal, unalterable
and, perhaps innate, tendencies (e.g., doctrines of human instincts)
are attempts to sketch what these ways of behaving are. But imposed
on these tendencies and providing the social conditions under which
they operate are all kinds of normative rules which introduce order
of a different kind. This order can only persist if i t does not
violate the unalterable properties of human nature.•*-

There i s , then, no inherent contradiction involved in the acceptance

of both natural and normative rules as governing society, even if the norma-

tive rules are environmentally determined and differ from place to place and

S. I. Benn and R. S. Peters, The Principles of Political Thought
(New York: Coilier Books, 1964), p. 18.
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from time to time. Lest the point be considered belabored, i t would be use-

ful to point out that this acceptance of both natural law and what at first

appears to be a species of legal relativism in the writings of both Montesquieu

and Ferguson has been held to be incompatible by several writers, who conclude

that either the first or second approach best describes the legal philosophy

of these thinkers, but not both.

The basic t rai ts which characterize human nature Ferguson believes

are molded by a large number of circumstances, not the least of which are the

climate and geographical location of the community. The result is that some

of these traits are reenforced, others moderated and restrained. Under ex-

tremes of heat and cold, for example, Ferguson concludes that the temper i s ,

in the first case, heated to animal pleasure or, in the second, dulled into

partial insensibility. "In both [climates] the heart is mercenary, and makes

important concessions for childish bribes: in both the spirit is prepared

for servitude: in the one i t is subdued by fear of the future; in the other

i t is not roused even by i t s sense of the present.11 Ferguson saw the inhabi-

tants of the temperate zone, intermediate between these extremes of heat and

cold, as holding a decided advantage, an advantage which allowed the flourish-

ing of the best and most noble sentiments in man.

The arts, which he has on this scene repeatedly invented, the extent
of his reason, the ferti l i ty of his fancy, and the force of his
genius in literature, commerce, policy, and war, sufficiently declare
either a distinguished advantage of situation, or a natural superior-
ity of mind.

These are, of course, very generalized correlations, as Ferguson warns, and

we are not in a position to explain the exact connections which leads from

cause to effect concerning climate and the human disposition.

, p. 112. 2Ibid. , pp. 108-109.
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Because of the environmental variables—including climate and geog-

raphy—which are at work in molding the social and political institutions of

society, Ferguson offers no clearly delineated theory of the state, and to

the extent that he presents one it is greatly derivative of Montesquieu. On

the question of forms of government, Ferguson lists the various merits of

democracies, aristocracies, and monarchies. But no form or combination of

forms has "absolute" merit for they are all products of differing circum-

stances:

Forms of government [he writes in the Essay] are supposed to decide
of the happiness or misery of mankind. But forms of government must
be varied, in order to suit the extent, the way of subsistence, the
character, and the manners of different nations. In some cases,
the multitude may be suffered to govern themselves; in others, they
must be severely restrained. The inhabitants of a village in some
primitive age, may have been safely intrusted to the conduct of rea-
son, and to the suggestion of their innocent views; but the tenants
of Newgate can scarcely be trusted, with chains locked to their
bodies, and bars of iron fixed to their legs. How is i t possible,
therefore, to find any single form of government that would suit
mankind in every condition?-*-

Ferguson, of course, is primarily an ethicist and his politics is

ancillary to his moral theory. It is for this reason that the particular

form which political institutions take is of no real importance. This is

not to suggest that he has no values which he wants realized through the

political system. What Ferguson calls for is a regime of security and order,

for only under such a state can liberty and virtue flourish. Such a regime

he sees emerging as a manifestation of the progressive development of social

arrangements towards higher and higher degrees of civilization.

Liberty, in one sense, appears to be the portion of polished
nations, alone. The savage is personally free, because he lives
unrestrained, and acts with the members of his tribe on terms of
equality. The barbarian is frequently independent from a continu-
ance of the same circumstances, or because he has courage and a

1Ibid., p. 62.
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sword. But good policy alone can provide for the regular adminis-
tration of justice, or constitute a force in the state, which is
ready on every occasion to defend the rights of its members.

It has been found, that, except in a few singular cases, the
commercial and political arts have advanced together. These arts
have been in modern Europe so interwoven, that we cannot determine
which were prior in the order of time, or derived most advantage
from the mutual influences with which they act and re-act upon one
another. It has been observed, that in some nations the spirit of
commerce, intent on securing its profits, has led the way to
political wisdom. A people, possessed of wealth, and become jeal-
ous of their properties, have formed the project of emancipation,
and have proceeded, under favour of an importance recently gained,
s t i l l farther to enlarge their pretensions, and to dispute the
prerogatives which their sovereign had been in use to employ.1

Ferguson's fears for society stem not from a fear of political ab-

solutism being imposed from above but, rather, from the forces at work in an

advanced commercial society which could possibly lay the groundwork for such

a despotism. The greater division of labor which marks commercial

societies—Ferguson suggests—might lead to a separation between public and

private l ife, to the commonly accepted but fallacious belief that the vir-

tues of the individual can be separated from the virtues of the citizen,

which require an active participation in public affairs.

The subdivision of arts and professions, in certain examples,
tends to improve the practice of them, and to promote their ends.
By having separated the arts of the clothier and the tanner, we
are the better supplied with shoes and with cloth. But to
separate the arts which form the citizen and the statesman, the
arts of policy and war, is an attempt to dismember the human charac-
ter, and to destroy those very arts we mean to improve. By this

Ibid., pp. 261-62. At another point Ferguson explicates what i t is
he means by liberty. "Where the citizen is supposed to have rights of prop-
erty and of station, and is protected in the exercise of them, he is said to
be free; and the very restraints by which he is hindered from the conmission
of crimes, are a part of his liberty. No person is free, where any person
is suffered to do wrong with impunity. Even the despotic prince on his
throne, is not an exception to this general rule. He himself is a slave,
the moment he pretends that force should decide any contest. The disregard
he throws on the rights of his people recoils on himself; and in the general
uncertainty of a l l conditions, there is no tenure more precarious than his
own." Ibid., p. 156.
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separation, we in effect deprive a free people of what is necessary
to their safety; or we prepare a defence against invasions from
abroad, which gives a prospect of usurpation, and threatens the
establishment of military government at home.

It would be wrong to conclude, however, that Ferguson was basically

pessimistic about the progress of society or that he saw this decline into

corruption and despotism as a necessary course of commercial societies.

Thirty-five years after the publication of the Essay, he could s t i l l write

in the Principles:

Man i s entered on a progress, in which he is destined to owe
to himself the good or the evil incident to his nature. He has a
merit in what he acquires of the one, and is responsible for what
he incurs of the other. He is susceptible of indefinite advance-
ment, engaged in a road of experience and discipline, which points
him forward to his end. He has dispositions that render a state of
amity, with his fellow-creatures, agreeable; a state of enmity and
malice, unhappy: With a pungent sense of his defects, where they
serve to debase him; with an agreeable sense of every valuable
attainment, in the feelings of a good conscience and self-approbation.
He is thus urged, by experience, to advance in the line of his im-
provement: And therefore, notwithstanding the defects which may yet
remain in any particular period of his progress, he is to be
considered not as a blemish, but as a beauty in the order of nature;
or, in the scale of being, an approach to the highest excellence of
which created nature is susceptible.

II

3
The Essay on the History of Civil Society was first published in 1767.

1Ibid. , p. 230. 2PMPS, I, 183-84.

John Small, who has written the best biographical essay on Ferguson,
places the publication date at 1766. "Biographical Sketch of Adam Ferguson,
LL.D., F.R. S.E., Professor of Moral Philosophy in the University of Edinburgh,"
Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, XXIII, Part III (1864), 609.
This error has been perpetuated by a number of writers, including Pavid
Kettler in his recent study of Ferguson. Op. c i t . , p. 57. All the evidence,
however, suggests that the first edition of this work appeared in 1767. This
is the earliest edition l isted in the catalogues of the British Museum, the
Edinburgh University Library, and the Library of Congress. The university of
California at Berkeley possesses a copy of the 1767 edition marked "first
edition." Duncan Forbes, in editing a reprint of the first edition, places
the date of i ts first publication at 1767; and, finally, the letters of
Ferguson, Hume, and others, referring to its first release are all dated 1767.
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three years after Ferguson had taken the chair of moral philosophy at the

University of Edinburgh. A large part of the work had been written some

years before and, in manuscript form, given to David Hume in 1759 under the

t i t l e "Treatise on Refinement," at which time the work met with Hume's ap-

2
proval. In 1766, however, when the finished manuscript of the Essay was

offered to Hume for his cr i t ica l evaluation, Hume had different thoughts.

He writes to the Rev. Hugh Blair, a mutual friend on February 11, 1766:

I have perus'd Ferguson's Papers [the MS of the Essay] more
than once, which had been put into my hands, some time ago, at his
desire, I sat down to read them with great Prepossession, founded
on my good Opinion of him, on a Small Specimen I had seen of them
some Years ago, and on yours & Dr Robertson's Esteem of them: But
I am sorry to say i t , they have no-wise answer1 d my Expectation.
I do not think them f i t to be given to the Public, neither on
account of the Style nor the Reasoning; the Form nor the Matter. . . .
This i s a very serious Matter: Any Failure of Success in this par-
ticular, besides the Mortification attending i t , operates backwards,
and discredits his Class, which i s at present in so flourishing a
Situation. . . . I shall be agreeably disappointed, i f the Success
prove contrary to my Opinion. 3

Hume's fears that the reception the book would receive would be a bad

one were to prove unfounded, however. When the Essay was published in the

following year i t gained almost universal praise. Hume wrote to Ferguson on

24 February 1767:

I happen1 d yesterday to v i s i t a Person three hours after a Copy
of your Performance [the Essay] was open'd for the f irst time in
London. It was by Lord Mansfield. I accept the Omen of i t s future
Success. He was extremly pleas'd with i t ; said i t was perfectly

Sir Alexander Grant, The Story of the University of Edinburgh
(2 vo l s . ; London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1884), I I , 339.

2
Ernest Cambell Mossner, The Life of David Hume (Edinburgh: Thomas

Nelson and Sons, Ltd., 1954), p. 542. See also Hume's letter to Adam Smith,
dated 12 April 1759, in New Letters of David Hume, ed. Raymond Klibansky and
Ernest C. Mossner (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1954), p. 52.

The Letters of David Hume, ed. J. Y. T. Greig (2 vo l s . ; Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1932), I I , 11-12.
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well wrote; assurd me, that he would not stop a moment t i l l he had
finished i t , and recommended it strongly to the Perusal of the
Archbishop of Yorke, who was present. 1

And again on 10 March 1767:

It i s with a sincere Pleasure I inform you of the general Suc-
cess of your Book. I had almost said universal Success; and the
Expression would have been proper, as far as a Book can be supposfd
to be diffus'd in a Fortnight, amidst this Hurry of Politics and
Faction. 2

Henry Home, Lord Kames, also praised the book. In a let ter to

Mrs. Edward Montagu, the author of an Essay on the Writings and Genius of

Shakespeare, dated 6 March 1767, he writes:

My pretext [for writing] at present i s to recommend to you a book
lately published here, and which probably has reached the shop of
Andrew Millar, entitled An Essay on the History of Civil Society.
The subject, not less beautiful than interesting, employs some
vigour in writing, and much original thought.3

The poet Thomas Gray remarked of the Essay, that "there are uncommon strains

of eloquence in i t : and I was surprised to find not one single idiom of his

country . . . in the whole work."

A high regard for the book did not stop at the Channel. Baron

d'Holbach wrote to Ferguson on 15 June 1767:

I receiv'd with the deepest sense of gratitude the undeservfd
favour of your kind le t ter dated the 3d of March; tho1 , your valu-
able work is not yet come to my hands according to the orders you
were so good to give your Bookseller in London, I shall expect the
favour you intended with thankfulness, and even with patience;
having had the good fortune of getting the perusal of a copy belong-
ing to an acquaintance of mine. I found i t answering completely to

1Ibid. , I I , 120-21. 2Ibid. , II , 125-26.
3
Alex. Fraser Tytler, Lord Woodhouselee, Memoirs of the Life and

Writings of the Honourable Henry Home of Kames (2 vols. ; Edinburgh: William
Creech, 1807), I I , 48.

Letter to James Beattie, August 12, 1767, in The Works of Thomas
Gray, ed. Edmund Gosse (4 vo ls . ; New York: A. C. Armstrong and Son, 1885),
I I I , 279.



32

the high opinion I had conceived of your great abilities and
ingenuity. . . . I am of opinion that the greatest part of our dis-
tresses arise from our ignorance, and give me leave, Sir, to t e l l
you sincerely, that I am persuaded that your valuable work i s , and
will be, very able to dispel the foggs that hang over our under-
standings. We are always indebted to great men for useful inventions,
that are the fruits of their invention and theory. What they have
found out with a great deal of trouble, becomes by and by popular;
and by degrees truth, when become general, influences the general
practice, even in spite of those who think i t their interest to keep
mankind in the dark. •*•

2

The Essay is probably the most important of Ferguson's works; cer-

tainly i t is the most enduring. It went through seven editions during the

author's lifetime, and was translated into both French and German. The fol-

lowing is a listing of a l l known editions of this work, based on the

Reprinted in John Small, loc. c i t . , p. 611.

2
Among Ferguson's other major writings are: Institutes of Moral

Philosophy» 1769; a second edition, 1772; a third "enlarged" edition, 1785;
a "new edition," 1800; and a reprint of the second edition, 1828. The work
was translated into German in 1772 and went through three German editions,
a second in 1778 and the third in 1787. The translation and notes were done
by Christain Garve. A French translation appeared in 1775, and a Russian
translation in 1804. The Russian edition was used as a text in a number of
Russian universities.

History of the Progress and Termination of the Roman Republic, first
edition, 1783 (3 vols.); Basel, 1791 (6 vols.) ; a new revised edition, 1799
(5 vols . ) ; 1st American edition, Philadelphia, 1805 (3 vols.); a new revised
edition with corrections, 1805 (5 vols.); a new edition, 1813 (5 vols.); a
new edition with revisions, 1825 (5 vols.); multi-volumed editions in 1826,
1829, 1839, 1841, 1858, and an abridged edition, New York, 1873. Two dif-
ferent French editions have appeared, 1784-91 (7 vols.) , and 1810-11 (10
vols.). A German translation in 3 vols. appeared in 1784-87.

Principles of Moral and Political Science, 1792 (2 vols.). A German
translation by K. G. Schreiter appeared in 1796. A French translation was
published in Paris in 1821.

Remarks on a Pamphlet Lately Published by Dr. Price (London, 1776),
published anonymously.

The Morality of Stage Plays Seriously Considered {Edinburgh, 1757).
The History of the Proceedings in the Case of Margaret, Commonly

Called Peg, Only Sister of John Bull, Esq. (London, 1761), written anony-
mous ly.

"Minutes of the Life and Character of Joseph Black, M.D. , " Transac-
tions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, V, Part III (1801) , 101-117.
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catalogues of the Bibliotlieque Nationale, the British Museum, the Library of

Congress, and Kayser's Bucher-Lexicon.

1. London: A. Millar and T. Caddel, 1767.

2. Edinburgh: A. Millar and T. Caddel, 1767.

3. Dublin: B. Grierson, 1767.

4. 2nd edition corrected; London: A. Millar and T. Caddell, 1768.

5. 3rd edition corrected; London: A. Millar and T. Caddell, 1768.

6. 4th edition; London: A. Millar and T. Caddell, 1773.

7. 5th edition; London: T. Caddell, 1782.

8. A new edition: Basil: J. J. Tourneisen, 1789 [pirated?].

9. Basel: Thurneysen, 1791 [pirated?].

10. 6th edition; London: T. Caddell, 1793.

11. 7th edition; Boston: Hastings, Etheridge and Bliss , 1809.

12. 7th edition; Edinburgh: Bell and Bradfute, 1814.

13. 8th edition; Philadelphia: A. Finley, 1819.

14. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1966. This edition,

edited by Duncan Forbes, contains a reprinting of the 1st edition together

with a comparison with the 7th edition of 1814.

There are two French editions.

1. Essai sur l 'histoire de la societe" c iv i le , Bergier [et Meunier] ,

trans. (Paris: Vve Desaint, 1783).

2. Essai sur l 'histoire de la societe c iv i le , Bergier [et Meunier],

trans. (Paris: [Volland?], 1796).

Two German editions have appeared of the Essay.

1. Versuch uber die Geschichteder burgerlichen Gesellschaft (Leipzig:

Gleditsch, 1768).
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2. Abhandlung uber die geschichte der burger lichen gesellschaft. Aiis

dem englischen original, und zwar der ausgabe letzter hand (7. aufl. 1814)

ins deutsche ubertragen von Valentine Dorn und eingeleitet von prof. dr.

Heinrich Waentig (Jena: G. Fischer, 1904).

A Swedish translation has been reported,but no evidence of such a

work can be found,

"Adam Ferguson,11 in Biographie Univefselle, Ancienne et Moderne (85
vols. ; Paris: L. G. Michaud, 1815), XIV, 352.




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































