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Scottish Political Ideas in Eighteenth Century Germany:
The Case of Adam Ferguson

This thesis examines the reception of the works of Adam Ferguson, a
major thinker of the Scottish Enlightenment, by a range of German
readers in the late eighteenth century. It provides a survey of Ferguson's
main political ideas, and argues that many of his prominent German
readers did not come to terms with them. The thesis contrasts the
political realities and concerns of Ferguson's Scotland with the profoundly
different political concerns of his German readers, and their often vague
and inaccurate ideas of Scotland, and of the British constitution. Their
documented responses to Ferguson's works are brought as evidence for a
cumulative and complex case of misreception.

The terms in which Ferguson expressed his political ideas can be
fruitfully analyzed as a political language, a vocabulary of recognizable
and mutually complementing political terms. After a close examination of
this particular vocabulary, the thesis proceeds to show in detail how
Ferguson's German translators, commentators, reviewers and readers
unwittingly dismantled this vocabulary, lost or ignored its republican and
activist elements, and sometimes shifted it into other vocabularies which
were far removed from the author's political intentions. However, the
differences between the individual readers are emphasized, not only with
respect to their varied intellectual backgrounds and works, but also
touching on their personal profiles as readers and thinkers.

The thesis aims especially to highlight three aspects of this Scottish-
German encounter: the capacity of Ferguson's texts to be removed from
their contexts and misread; the failure of civic humanist ideas to make a
serious entry into German political discourse; and the merits of close
textual analysis for supporting a type of explanation, which may
supplement or counter-balance other explanations, about the limited
effect of "imported” political ideas in eighteenth-century German
discourse.



Abstract

Scottish Political Ideas in Eighteenth Century Germany:
The Case of Adam Ferguson

The general field of this study is the development of modern social and
political theories in Europe in the last three decades of the eighteenth
century. It aims to highlight an interesting and so far under-researched
aspect of British and German cultures in this period - the impact of
Scottish political discourse on a range of German thinkers and writers.
The study offers a comparative analysis and an account of the reception -
and misreception - of political ideas.

The central question of the thesis is, to what extent and with what
results did Scottish thought affect the formation of modern German views
of State and society? It focuses on the Edinburgh historian and moral
philosopher Adam Ferguson (1723-1816), who articulated some of the
key insights of the Scottish Enlightenment - its anthropological and
sociological enquiry and its debate on the moral significance of the
changing economic realities. While sharing Adam Smith's interest in the
division of labour and its social and moral consequences, Ferguson's
political language was far more committed than Smith's to the tradition of
civic humanism. This political idiom, rooted in Aristotle and the Stoics,
was transformed by Machiavelli's republican teachings and transmitted
to several British thinkers in the seventeenth century. Ferguson, one of
its important users in the late eighteenth century, made a highly original
contribution to this tradition, while conducting a fruitful dialogue with
other political languages, notably that of natural jurisprudence. He is
remembered by sociologists, and even dubbed the father of sociology, for
his innovative theory of conflict between individuals and nations. His
view of human psychology underpinned his advocacy of an active civic
arena and of a citizens' militia, both vital to a well-functioning civil
society. His political struggle for a Scottish militia was abortive, but his
ideas affected, to a degree yet unmeasured, his American contemporaries,
as well as several Continental writers.

My choice of Adam Ferguson for this study is further supported by his
special and well-documented appeal to his German contemporaries,
especially, though not solely, north-German Protestants. Leading figures
of the Enlightenment and the so-called "counter Enlightenment” read
Ferguson with admiration; for Schiller he was "a great sage of this
century”, and Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi paid homage to "the noble
Ferguson". These thinkers were keenly interested in Ferguson's ideas on
history and civil society. They thus paved the way for later German
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interest in Ferguson, which has always surpassed his record in English-
speaking countries. Through several German and Swiss routes he came to
the attention of Hegel, whose use of Ferguson is yet to be evaluated. Marx
made him an honorary founder of the theory of alienation. German
sociologists in the early twentieth century honoured him as the father of
sociology and anthropology; and recently a new German translation of
his Essay on the History of Civil Society has triggered a surprising claim
that Ferguson was an ancestor of "Green" social philosophy.

The present thesis aims to utilize new approaches to the history of
political discourse in the English-speaking countries (especially J.G.A.
Pocock's seminal work on early modern political language) for the
relatively under-researched field of the Scottish-German links in the late
eighteenth century. While recent studies, discussed in my first chapter,
reconstruct a fruitful philosophical reception of Scottish ideas by German
thinkers, I argue that the reception of political ideas was far less
straightforward.

The method of this study is primarily the analysis of language and
concepts. Although it owes a theoretical debt to Pocock's notion of
"paradigms" of early modern political language, its adaptation to the
German texts (which are not all "political" in any narrow sense) required
a more flexible approach. I have chosen to focus on a number of key
terms or concepts which constituted Ferguson's political vocabulary, and
to follow their translations into German, which involved the acquisition of
new contexts and the loss of old ones.

The first chapter offers a survey of the reception of Scottish works in
German intellectual circles, within the broader context of British-German
contacts. The German image of Scotland is posed as a key problem. In
order to illustrate the problems of reception and alleged misreception the
chapter provides brief descriptions of two studies of positive reception,
and then four models of misreception, all pertaining to eighteenth-
century Germany.

The second chapter describes Adam Ferguson's Scottish context and the
general picture of his German readership. Ferguson's famous Essay on the
History of Civil Society (1767) is a complex analysis of the history of
primitive, ancient and modern societies. It accommodates a moral idea of
civic virtue with a pointedly non-determinist model of history and a
voluntary, participatory notion of political community. What makes
Ferguson such an interesting test-case for the reception of Scottish
political ideas in Germany is precisely his strong statement of the moral
necessity for the citizens' participation in the government of their
country, and his conviction (where he differed substantially from both
Hume and Smith) that good laws are not sufficient without a constantly
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vigilant citizenry. Ferguson was a modern civic humanist with a special
eye for economic and social changes. He was no "abstract” liberal, and
strongly believed in community, tradition, and national-martial spirit. He
nevertheless advocated not only the moral independence of the
individual, but also active civic virtue and participation of all capable
citizens in the political life of their country. His goal was to accommodate
this ideal with the problematic, but not necessarily evil, circumstances of
modern commercial and increasingly industrial societies.

The third chapter examines some key concepts of Ferguson's theory,
which were substantially altered or eliminated by his German readers.
The most significant of those are "civil society”, "public spirit" and "active
pursuit’. In some cases the terms were given German equivalents which
removed them from the political-active sphere into spiritual, or
pedagogical, or aesthetic spheres of individual self-perfection. Most
interesting is the recurrent misplacing of Ferguson's idea of "active
pursuit’ in the Protestant notion of endless spiritual striving towards the
perfectibility of the soul. This shift, flanked by a series of other
vocabulary transitions, often made the Scottish texts lose much of their
political edge. Occasional examples from other Scottish writers can show
that Ferguson's texts were not alone in undergoing such transformation.
But Ferguson's outspoken civic activism underwent a particularly
interesting shift of meaning.

Chapters 4-9 offer in-depth analyses of the way several distinguished

German thinkers read Ferguson, and a comparison of their political ideas
with his. These thinkers were chosen for their well-documented
admiration for Ferguson, and because they explicitly saw themselves as
his followers, disciples or critics. Among them are the Swiss historian
Isaak Iselin, the Silesian-Prussian Popularphilosoph Christian Garve,
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the Gottingen scholars Feder, Meiners and
Heyne, the allegedly "anti-rationalist” Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, and
Friedrich Schiller. Their readings of Ferguson have some interesting
common lines, and one or two surprising deviations.

The thesis will thus offer a revisionist view of the reception of Scottish
political and social theories by the German Aufkldrer and the immediate
predecessors of Romanticism. It aims to show that despite the claim for
the "politicization of the Aufkldrung", made by recent German
scholarship, much political essence imported from Scotland was shifted
and dimmed by the very admirers of Scottish thought. When not
explicitly rejected, these ideas were moved into conceptual frameworks
that were non-political, or at least non-participationist. The republican
argument, and the case for civic activism, all but disappeared.
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The conditions which enabled such misreading can be found both in

Ferguson's texts and in the concepts of his German readers. On the one
hand, Ferguson's social and political thought contained elements and
wordings that were easy enough to remove from their political context.
On the other hand, some of his German readers were equipped with
preconceived notions which were "read into" Ferguson's texts. But the
misreception of civic activism is not the exclusive outcome of socio-
political "backwardness" or "lack of consciousness’, nor is it an indication
of malicious tampering with the texts. The thesis will repeatedly
emphasise that many (though not all) of the processes it describes belong
to subtle mechanisms of language and the dynamics of intellectual
discourse that cannot be seen as willful manipulations. To use a generic
term of eighteenth-century Scottish thinking, this is mainly a story of
unintended consequences. I hope it can add a new perspective to the
history of German political thought, and underline the case for a more
cautious view of the movement of ideas between languages and across
cultures.
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Abbreviations used frequently in the thesis

Essay - Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, edited,
with an introduction, by Duncan Forbes (Edinburgh, 1966)

Institutes - Adam Ferguson, Institutes of Moral Philosophy. For the Use of
Students in the College of Edinburgh (1st edn., Edinburgh, 1769)

Principles - Adam Ferguson, Principles of Moral and Political Science:
being chiefly a retrospect of Lectures delivered in the College of
Edinburgh, 2 vols. (London, 1792)

ADB - Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek

GGA - Gottingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen

A note on quotations

For the purposes of fluency and clarity, most of the quotations from
German sources in this thesis have been translated into English.
Exceptions, however, were made when the original flavour or literary
merit of a text, for instance Herder's prose or Schiller's poetry, justified
keeping it in German. The original versions of substantial quotations are
provided in an appendix.



Chapter One
The German Enlightenment and Scotland

» and however little the labours of the speculative may influence the conduct of men, one of the
most pardonable errors a writer can commit, is to believe that he is about to do a great deal of

good."
Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society (1966 ed.), p. 209.

The impact of the Scottish Enlightenment on the German Aufkldrungl

has long been neglected, obscured or over-simplified. Recent studies,
however, have drawn attention to the potentialities of this field. The
similarities between the Scottish and the German (especially the
Protestant German) intellectual scenes are now gradually being placed in
context, and explained in terms of shared sources and common quests.
Instead of an isolated Hume shaking a solitary Kant from his slumber,
broader historical and structural relations are brought to light. It is
becoming clearer that the Scots and the Germans developed, in the
second half of the eighteenth century, two distinct versions of the
European Enlightenment which had a great deal in common.? It is also
established that Scottish works made significant contributions to the
development of German philosophy.3

The common intellectual sources are an obvious point of departure. The
Germans and the Scots were joint heirs to several European traditions:
Aristotelian and Stoic ethics, Protestant perfectibilism, the legal and
philosophical corpus of Roman law, and the modern tradition of Natural
Law. The importance of Natural Law merits special attention: this legal
and political discourse evolved from Grotius' and Pufendorf's project of

1 The treatment of the German Enlightenment in this study incorporates some of
its German-Swiss aspects. See especially chapter 4.

2 For an account of the Enlightenment as a European movement with distinctive
national variants see R. Porter and M. Teich (eds.), The Enlightenment in National
Context (Cambridge, 1981).

3. Knud Haakonssen, "Enlightenment Philosophy in Scotland and Germany. Recent
German Scholarship”, in Karl Eibl (ed.), Entwicklungsschwellen im 18. Jahrhundert
(Hamburg, 1990; Aufkldrung, Jg. 4, Heft 1). See also Eckhart Hellmuth's
introduction, "Towards a Comparative Study of Political Culture”, in The
Transformation of Political Culture. England and Germany in the Late Eighteenth
Century, ed. Hellmuth, (Oxford, 1990), pp. 1-36.



explaining the historical and moral substructure of modern societies, and
was diffused from its German and Dutch origins, through the universities
of the Netherlands, into Scottish scholarship in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries.4 It provided both Scots and Germans with a
philosophical vocabulary which had crucial importance for scholarship in
both countries, and it accounts for many instances of likemindedness
which German scholars were delighted to find in Scottish works. In both
cultures, Natural Law was developed in a constant dialogue with
Christian, and specifically Protestant, ideas. Religion remained a central
issue for both the Scottish and the German Enlightenments, whose
thinkers, unlike the French philosophes, were committed to a moral
theory which could accommodate faith and reason. But religion also had a
subtler presence in their works: in Scotland and in Germany the
languages of ethics and universal history were fed by religious concepts
even as they struggled to free themselves from received religious forms.>
It is no accident that these countries, more than any other European
participants in the Enlightenment, produced a series of systematic
inquiries into human societies, the "science of man" in Scotland and the
Sozialwissenschaften in Germany. They developed new types of historical
narratives fed by the Christian tradition of universal history, the four-
stages theory of the Natural Lawyers, and the distinctly Protestant idea
of human perfectibility, spiced by the modern fascination with
ethnography and primitive societies.® These blends of the shared
traditions in Scotland and in Germany are yet poorly mapped, and much
comparative work remains to be done.

The shared sources were, furthermore, applied to common concerns: the
Scots and the Germans in the eighteenth century needed to address a
range of strikingly similar problems. The most obvious of these were the

4  James Moore and Michael Silverthorne, "Gershom Carmichael and the Natural
Jurisprudence Tradition in Eighteenth-Century Scotland”, in Istvan Hont and
Michael Ignatieff (eds.), Wealth and Virtue. The shaping of Political Economy in the
Scottish Enlightenment (Cambridge, 1983; hereafter wWV), pp. 73-87.

5. See especially Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of Enlightenment (Princeton, 1951),
ch. iv.

6. Cassirer, ibid., pp. 182-233; Gladys Bryson, Man and Society. The Scottish Inquiry
of the Eighteenth Century (Princeton, 1945); R. L. Meek, Social Science and the
Ignoble Savage (Cambridge, 1976). For the Natural Law foundation see Istvan Hont,
"The language of sociability and commerce: Samuel Pufendorf and the 'Four-Stages
Theory', in Anthony Pagden (ed.), The Languages of Political Theory in Early
Modern Europe (Cambridge, 1987), pp. 253-276.



geo-political facts of peripherality and provincialism. Germans and Scots
alike were conscious of their remoteness from great political and cultural
centres, but also doubtful about the relevance of these centres to them.
London, for many Scots, was alien and hostile. Paris, the great capital of
European Enlightenment, was for both Scots and Germans geographically
distant, linguistically alien, and philosophically questionable. The
provincial character of Scotland and (to a greater extent) Germany was
manifest in the multiplicity of local centres and the lack of a dominant
one. Edinburgh did not supersede or absorb Aberdeen and Glasgow; far
less could Berlin, Hamburg, Weimar, or Gottingen, each belonging to a
different political unit, outdo one another as centres of intellectual
activity. Theirs was a game of variety and interaction, rather than
cultural consolidation. Such was the geo-political framework - variously
seen as a weakness, a strength, or a mixed blessing - in which the
Germans and the Scots came to understand their respective problems of
national identity. But, as we shall see, these were different problems.”

In Germany and in Scotland the towns and the universities were the
social locus of intellectual life. Both cultures conducted their intellectual
transactions though periodicals, societies and clubs.8 The social profiles of
Enlightenment figures are strikingly analogous: many prominent thinkers
in both countries were university professors and Protestant clergymen.®
Adam Ferguson, the Scottish subject of this thesis, was entrusted with
both roles. His readers in Germany and Switzerland display a variety of
backgrounds and personalities, including men of letters (Lessing, Jacobi
and Schiller), professors (Garve, Schiller and the Gottingen scholars) and
administrators (Iselin and Jacobi). They were all Protestants, though not
equally religious, and differing in their theological stances. All were
connected to the German universities, as students or teachers; and they
were also interconnected in the extensive network of Aufkldrung
intercourse, through their participation in learned journals and literary
periodicals (notably the Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek in Berlin and the

7. Nicholas Phillipson, "The Scottish Enlightenment”, in Porter and Teich (eds.)
Enlightenment, pp. 19-40; Hellmuth, "Political Culture", pp. 17-20.

8. See the articles of Ulrich Im Hof, Horst Moller, and Hans Erich Bodeker in
Hellmuth, Transformation, pp. 207-218, 219-234, 423-445 respectively.

9. Richard B. Sher, Church and University in the Scottish Enlightenment: The
Moderate Literati of Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 1985); M. Raeff, The Well-Ordered
Police State (New Haven, 1983).



Gottingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen). The Germans, of course,
were more widely dispersed than the Scots: while Ferguson could enjoy
the company of his fellow literati in the comfort of Edinburgh taverns, at
the meetings of the Select Society or the Poker Club, the German
intellectuals often had to rely on correspondence and the odd visit (such
as Jacobi's famous one to Lessing). Only the Swiss Iselin, the co-founder
of the Helvetische Gesellschaft, experienced a political group comparable
to the Edinburgh societies.l0 These differences aside, the Scottish literati
and the German Aufkldrer had many common features as members of
new social elites of educated middle-class town dwellers, sharing the
imperative of social utility which was one of the great unifying themes of
the European Enlightenment. The German "practical philosophy” and the
Scottish notion of "improvement' - different as they were in their degree
of abstraction - followed the same impulse, both seeking to apply
theoretical and moral reasoning to the economic and social betterment of
their environments.ll

The time-frames of the two movements are fairly parallel: the Scottish

Enlightenment, like its German counterpart, flourished during the last
four decades of the eighteenth century, and its founding fathers
(Hutcheson and Hume in Scotland, Wolff in Germany) wrote their
influential works in the first half of the century. However, the Scottish
side had an advantage, and not merely a chronological one: the rising
international stature of the English language, the Germans' thirst for
foreign works, and the reflections of these facts in the German book
trade, made Scottish books far more significant to German readers than
the other way round.

What did the Germans find in Scottish books? As a preliminary answer,
it can be said that they found support for two common causes, onc¢ a
crusade of sorts and the other a journey of discovery. The first cause was
to fight off the radical challenges of the French Enlightenment - Bayle's
atheism, La Mettrie's mechanism, d'Holbach's materialism - by means of a
rational Christian ethics, a discourse of sensibility, and the search for a

10, See chapter 4, pp. 107-109.

11 N.T. Phillipson and Rosalind Mitchison (eds.), Scotland in the Age of
Improvement, (Edinburgh, 1970); Joachim Whaley, "The Protestant Enlightenment
in Germany", in Porter and Teich (eds.) Enlightenment, pp. 106-117.



reliable new theory of knowledge. Ammunition for this important
philosophical battle could be found in Hutcheson's and Ferguson's ethics,
and in the common sense epistemology of Reid and Beattie. The second
attraction of Scottish authors, especially Robertson, Ferguson and Adam
Smith, involved the assimilation of the new ethnographic literature and
the inquiry into the history of societies, the problem of progress, and the
shaping of a new universal narrative of human advance. We shall later
explore these two main sources of interest at greater detail.

The present study, however, is primarily about the limitations of impact
and of common agenda: it is concerned with the conceptual
intransferability of part of the Scottish political language into German
discourse. It thus focuses on a failed reception process, a complex and
largely unintentional misunderstanding, which involved the loss of civic
and republican language in the wake of spiritual and metaphysical
notions of human enhancement. Such failures, themselves far from futile,
can make interesting stories; it is important to begin by observing that
this kind of misreception is only possible, or indeed interesting, within a
fruitful dialogue between two closely related cultures.

II

Scottish authors began to attract a German readership from the 1750s,
as part of a general increase in the reception of books from Britain. The
heyday of the German Enlightenment, in the second half of the century,
was marked by a shift from the French to the British cultural sphere. This
re-orientation was not abrupt: Germans travelled to England and wrote
about it in the late seventeenth century, and English books were
circulated in Germany. Newton and Locke were sources of the German
Enlightenment along with Descartes and Leibniz. On a more popular level
the most successful English import was the model of Steel and Addison's
"moral weekly", a publication type which was eagerly taken up by
German writers in the early decades of the eighteenth century.l2 |

12 w.H. Bruford, Germany in the Eighteenth Century. The Social Background of the
Literary Revival (Cambridge, 1968). Horst Oppel, Englisch-deutsche
Literaturbeziehungen vol. I: Von den Anfingen bis zum Ausgang des 1I8.
Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 1971); Wolfgang Martens, Das Botschaft der Tugend. Die



In the second half of the eighteenth century the German interest in
Britain began to rise sharply on most measurable scales. More Germans
went to Britain on intellectual pilgrimages. It became a popular
destination for aristocratic grand tours and for middle class
Bildungsreisen.13 English books began to vie with the French at the Easter
book fair in Leipzig: in the years 1780-1782, for instance, they comprised
20.68% percent of foreign original-language books sold (with the French
leading at 40.46%, and the Italian following with 19.28%). Translations
from the English, though never passing the French, left all other
languages far behind: in 1775 the Leipzig fair boasted 59 translations
from French, 41 from English, 12 from Latin and less than 6 from any
other language. In some fields, particularly novels, medicine, philosophy
and travel literature, the relative share of English books was even
higher.14

German periodicals paid increasing attention to news and writings from
Britain. English-language periodicals appeared in ‘Hamburg, and English
books were reprinted, notably in Basle.l5 Leipzig became the main centre
of translation and circulation of books from Britain,16 while Zurich
emerged as another important intermediary.17 In Gottingen books from
Britain were efficiently purchased and enthusiastically read, and the
innovative new university made extensive use of British sources. English
modes and manners invaded upper middle class circles, partly as a
response to the Francophile aristocracy and courts. Not least significantly,
English words infiltrated the German language.l8 Britain became, for

Aufkldrung im Spiegel der deutschen moralischen Wochenschriften (Stuttgart,
1968).

13 pE. Matheson, German Visitors to England 1770-1795 and their Impressions
(Oxford, 1930). Oppel, Literaturbeziehungen, 1, 55-56.

14 Bernhard Fabian, "English Books and their Eighteenth-Century German
Readers”, in Paul J. Korshin (ed.), The Widening Circle. Essays on the Circulation of
Literature in Eighteenth-Century Europe (Pennsylvania, 1976); H. Kiesel and P.
Miinch, Gesellschaft und Literatur im 18. Jahrhundert. Voraussetzungen und
Entstehung des Literarischen Markts in Deutschland (Munich, 1977), pp. 195-197.
15 Fabian, "English Books", pp. 135-137. A major source of English reprints was the
Basle house of Tourneisen.

16, Oppel, Literaturbeziehungen, 1, 57-38.

17 Theodor Vetter, Ziirich als Vermittlerin englisher Literatur im achzehnten
Jahrhundert (Zurich, 1891).

18 Michael Maurer, Aufkldrung und Anglophilie in Deutschland (Gottingen and
Zurich, 1987), p. 16.



many Germans, the great antithesis to France: "The admiration for
Corneille and Voltaire", wrote J.W. von Archenholz in 1787, "which
Gottsched had implanted in the Germans, diminished considerably when
Shakespeare and Milton became known... It was found that in respect of
their mentality and civil virtues as well as in view of their literary and
philosophical works, the Germans had more in common with the English
nation than with any other."19

This change of attitude was more than a mere substitution of one
cultural dependency for another; it was part of an intellectual re-
orientation that transformed the German educated public during the
second half of the century. New literary feats were hailed by an educated
middle class, increasingly aware of its social and cultural circumstances,
and demanding freedom of speech and independence of expression. This
movement, whether it is wunderstood in terms of bourgeois
emancipation,20 or the emerging consciousness of a public sphere,2! or as
a process of politicization of social groups and institutions,22 was
undisputably a movement of readership. It came to regard itself as a
Publicum, primarily in the sense of a reading public. It gave rise to
hundreds of journals as well as books; and it provided not only tens of
thousands of readers, but also thousands of professional or semi-
professional writers.23 Books from Britain made a timely entrance into
this intensifying cultural scene, and played many roles in promoting its
ideas and debates.

There are at least three phenomena, often overlapping but nevertheless
distinct, which have been described by students of the "English” impact
on eighteenth-century Germans. The first of these is the Anglophilie or
Anglomanie - an enthusiastic interest in all aspects of British life, from
literature to social etiquette or gardening. This became a fashion in

19 johann Wilhelm von Archenholz, "An die Freunde der englischen Litteratur
und Sprache" (1787), translated and quoted by Fabian, "English Books", p. 172.

20 Georg Lukics, "GroBe und Grenzen der deutschen Aufklirung”, Peter Piitz (ed.),
Erforschung der deutschen Aufkldrung (Konigstein/Ts., 1980), pp. 114-123.

21, Jirgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (Neuwied and Berlin 1962).
22  Hans FErich Bodeker and Ulrich Herrmann (eds.), Aufkldrung als Politisierung -
Politisierung der Aufkldrung (Hamburg, 1987). Hellmuth (ed.), Transformation, pts.
I, III, V.

23 Bruford, Social Background, pp. 289-290. Kiesel and Miinch, Gesellschaft und
Literatur, pp. 90ff, 159ff.



German educated circles during the second half of the eighteenth century,
and was closely connected to the increase of Bildungsreisen to Britain and
their literary descriptions, and with the reception of British prose and
poetry.24

Secondly, Britain was sometimes hailed as a model for the Germans to
follow. In the eighteenth century the wish actively to adopt or emulate
British patterns was mainly centred on manners and literature. There
were, of course, political thinkers - notably Justus Mdgser, the journalist C.
F. D. Schubart, and the followers of Burke in the 1790s - who did assert
that England could teach Germany some immediate lessons; but they
were a minority. To most Germans the British political structure, seen
mainly through the idealizing eyes of Voltaire and Montesquieu, was
considered inapplicable to German reality. The vast majority of the
Enlightenment thinkers saw nothing in the English constitution that could
encourage a radical change in German political culture. English politics
were often criticized even by their keen admirers, and most political
thinkers were reluctant to treat them as models.25 Only later, especially
in the Vormdrz decades, was Britain to become a full-blown political
alternative, at least for the liberals who chose to emphasise the contrast
between "English freedom" and the post-Napoleonic German regimes.26

The third phenomenon, on which this study will focus, is the reception
and discussion of British ideas- by German writers. To this vast field
belong such diverse subjects as epistemology, moral philosophy, theology,
science, literary criticism and politics. The reception of English texts on
these subjects in Germany - an intellectual activity comparative by its
nature, and increasingly critical - was a major component of the late
German Enlightenment. Within this field we shall attempt to make sense
of the distinct Scottish contribution, mainly in the intertwining areas of
social, moral, and political thought.

24 Maurer, Anglophilie, especially pt. 1.

25 On the selective anglophilia of Justus Moser see Maurer, ibid., p. 120. On the
similar attitude of Christian Wilhelm Dohm see Rudolf Vierhaus, Deutschland im 1I8.
Jahrhundert (Gottingen, 1987), p. 258.

26 Annelise Mayer, England als politisches Vorbild und sein Einfluf} auf die
politische Entwicklung in Deutschland bis 1830 (Endingen, 1931). James J. Sheehan,
German Liberalism in the 19th Century (Chicago and London, 1978), p. 46.



What was the role of the Scottish Enlightenment in this era of German
Anglophilie, and why has it received so little attention from students of
the period? The answer, I think, is threefold: the Scottish contribution
was obscured by the widespread and persistent vagueness of the terms
"English” and "England"; it was neglected due to the overbearing
dominance of belletristic studies; and it was simplistically boiled down to
such token links as Herder's and Goethe's Ossian, Kant's Hume, and, to a
lesser extent, the Prussian economists’ Adam Smith. Let us examine these
dimming factors, and the recent bids for their removal.

111

Recent German scholarship has been concerned with liberating the
Aufkldrung from the Goethezeit, shifting attention from poetic
accomplishments to social-political debates. The causes for this move are
beyond our scope; but its result is that intellectual history of the final
decades of the eighteenth century has been given fresh impetus by novel
approaches to language, and by a new interest in the period as a turning-
point in political and social theory.27 It took longer, however, for the
study of British-German "influences" to discard its almost exclusive focus
on literature and literary criticism. Despite the pioneering bibliographic
work of Price and Price,28 the belletristic emphasis held fast until about a

decade ago.

In part, this tendency is justified by the richness and fertility of German
literary encounters with English poetry, drama and prose in the
eighteenth century. The receptions of Addison, Shaftesbury, Richardson
and Fielding, Edward Young and "Ossian", and the discovery of
Shakespeare, make a great story of inter-cultural impact. It could easily
pass for the whole story. And, although it is clearly not the whole story,

27, Two directions of reorientation were initiated by Habermas, Strukturwandel; and
by O. Brunner, W. Conze, and R. Kosellek, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe:
Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, 5 vols. so far
(Stuttgart, 1974-1984).

28, Mary Bell Price and Lawrence Marsden Price, The Publication of English
Humaniora in Germany in the FEighteenth Century (Berkeley, 1934). The Scots are
included.
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the literary links can be neglected only at one's peril, especially when
dealing with politics.

Yet it is especially in the field of belles lettres and literary theory that

the Scottish contributions have been swept under the English carpet.2?
Hutcheson's concept of love, which German readers such as Christian
Garve skimmed off his moral sense theory, was blended into a vague
general notion of English Gefiihlsphilosophie. To many German readers,
past and present, he remains primarily the disciple and mediator of
Shaftesbury, the greatest source of German sentimentalism.3 ¥
Shaftesbury himself, however, was known mainly though his disciples;
and these, ironically enough, were the three "Englishmen", Hutcheson,
Kames and Burke. Between them, they provided the German Sturm und
Drang and the Romanticist movement with their core ideas of creativity,
genius and the sublime.3! One hallmark of this "English" poetics was that
its German recipients developed it in a direction of radical individuality:
the genius became a person rather than a quality, and the individual
creative artist became the focus of attention.

As far as prose writing was concerned, it is perhaps understandable
that the Scot Smollett was not singled out from the English novelists who
delighted German readers - Fielding, Sterne, Goldsmith, and especially
Richardson.32 Unlike the notions of individual genius dominating literary
theory, the English "bourgeois novels" conveyed to the German middle-
class readers a language of sociability, which was effectively reflected in
Lessing's dramas. Jirgen Habermas has suggested that Richardson's
epistolary novels, for example, helped to shape the consciousness of a
public sphere, being a vehicle for the typical middle-class urge to

29 For example, Robert Van Dusen's Christian Garve and English Belles-Lettres
(Bern, 1970) distorts Garve's career as a mediator of British works in Germany by
"forgetting” his greatest achievements, the annotated translations of Ferguson and
Smith. Oppel's full and useful survey of literary connections mentions Ferguson
just once, misleadingly, in the chapter on genius.

30, Christian Friedrich Weiser, Shaftesbury und das deutsche Geistesleben (Leipzig,
1916). Cassirer, Philosophy, pp. 312-331.

31, See especially M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp. Romantic theory and the
critical Tradition (Oxford, 1953), ch. viii.

32 Between 1740 and 1790, according to one estimate, some 320 English novels were
translated into German. The best-known novels were translated within an average
of two years from their first English editions. See L.M. Price, English Literature in
Germany (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1953), p. 184; Oppel, Literaturbeziehungen, pp.
126-136.
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publicize private matters, to objectify the "terrain of subjectivity”.33 But
this notion of a public sphere, like the language of sociability and
sensibility which dominated its English sources, was not essentially
political: it was about membership in society, not citizenship in a polity.

It was the genre of poetry which gave Scotland its greatest chance to

make itself known to the Germans as a distinct national entity. In no
other genre did British works move German readers to such a degree:
Edward Young's immensely popular Night Thoughts, the revived
Shakespeare, and Thomas Percy's Reliques of Ancient English Poetry,
were eagerly taken up by Swiss and German writers seeking a model for
their own search for literary roots and forms;34 but Macpherson's
Ossianic epos at one point outshone them all, and its Scottishness was
difficult to ignore. Its long-term effect on German Romanticism was
heralded by its enthusiastic reception during the Sturm und Drang
decade. "Ossian has replaced Homer in my heart”, says the half-way-
downhill Werther in Goethe's novel. By rejecting the universal classical
primitive poet for a more personal bard in a concrete landscape, Werther
anticipated the German Romanticist preference for Nordic poetry and 1its
stress on the Germanic primitivism, which prevailed long after Goethe
disowned Ossian.35 But despite (and perhaps because of) the resulting
rage for Gaelic, fuelled by the authenticity debate, German Ossianism
seems to have by-passed Scotland. The Ossianic project - the primitivist,
folklorist route to a new national identity - in fact served to obscure,
rather than buttress, the distinct intellectual culture of eighteenth-
century Scotland in German eyes.

The case should not be overstated: some Germans did notice, at an early
stage, that Scottish scholarship had a distinct character. Not surprisingly,
the more perceptive were often those who visited Britain, such as J.W.
von Archenholz in the 1770s. After complaining about the dullness and
corruption of the south of England, Archenholz informed his readers that

33, Jirgen Habermas, "Soziale Strukturen der Offentlichkeit", reprinted in Peter
Piitz (ed.), Erforschung der deutschen Aufkldrung(Konigstein/Ts., 1980), pp. 152-
153.

34, Roy Pascal, Shakespeare in Germany 1740-1815 (Cambridge, 1937); Oppel,
Literaturbeziehungen, ch. viii; Abrams, Mirror, ch. Viii.

35, See Howard Gaskill, "German Ossianism: A Reappraisal?”, German Life and letters
XLII (1989), pp. 329-341; Abrams, Mirror, pp. 82-83.
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"more true learning is to be found in Edinburgh than in Oxford and
Cambridge taken together."36 Visitors to England were also made aware
of the particular Scottish-English tensions. When the essayist Helfrich
Peter Sturz visited England in 1768, as a member of the entourage of the
young Danish king Christian III, he was fortunate enough to meet both
Macpherson and Samuel Johnson, and to hear their respective sides of the
Ossian controversy. Macpherson, in the presence of the orientalist and
dramatist Alexander Dow, read to Sturz several stanzas from some
ancient-looking Gaelic manuscripts, thus fully convincing Sturz of Ossian's
authenticity.37 Of Johnson's opinion Sturz bluntly observed: "Macpherson
1S a Scot, and [Johnson] would rather let him pass for a great poet than for
an honest man."38

Herder, too, noted in 1772 that "the spirit of British philosophy seems to
be situated beyond Hadrian's wall", in "a little group of its own adherents
in the Scottish mountains”; he named Ferguson, Robertson, Home, and
Millar.39 By the early nineteenth century both Hegel and Goethe knew
that German thought in the preceding decades had been nourished by
Scottish rather than English thinkers. Goethe wrote of the Bildung-
striving Germans' appreciation for "the merits of worthy Scottish men".
Hegel put it more sharply:

Von englischen Philosophen kann nicht mehr die Rede seyn. Die es
noch gegeben, bewegen sich in den Graenzen einer sehr gewoehnlichen
Verstandesmetaphysik. Die schottischen Philosophen dagegen haben
als gebildete, denkende Maenner die Moralische Natur des Menschen
betrachtet, wie sie sich in einem gebildeten Geiste reflectirt. Von
diesen Moralen sind viele in's Deutsche uebersetzt worden...40

But the actual reception of Scottish ideas during the last third of the
eighteenth century was blurred by a wrong idea of Scotland's uniqueness.

36, Quoted in Matheson, German Visitors, p. 23.

37 Jaikyung Hahn, Helfrich Peter Sturz (1736-1779) (Stuttgart, 1976), pp. 61-63.
Sturz, belonging to Klopstock's circle in Copenhagen, was favourably disposed
towards Macpherson's claim anyway.

38 bid., p. 62.

39, Herder, Samtliche Werke, ed. Suphan, vol. V (Berlin, 1891), p. 452; quoted by
Norbert Waszek, The Scottish Enlightenment and Hegel's Account of Civil Society
(Dordrecht, Boston, London, 1988), p. 82.

40, Both are quoted by Waszek, "Bibliography of the Scottish Enlightenment in
Germany", Studies of Voltaire and the 18th Century 230 (1985), p. 238.
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Herder's Briefwechsel iiber Ossian (1773) is of special interest in this
respect. He tells there of a dream to travel to Scotland via England:

Als eine Reise nach England noch in meiner Seele lebte - o Freund, Sie
wissen nicht, wie sehr ich damals auch auf diese Schotten rechnete!
Ein Blick, dachte ich, auf den offentlichen Geist und die Schaubiihne
und das ganze lebende Schauspiel des englischen Volks, um im ganzen
die Ideen mir aufzukldren, die sich im Kopf eines Ausldnders in
Geschichte, Philosophie, Politik und Sonderbarkeiten dieser
wunderbaren Nation so dunkel und sonderbar zu bilden und zu
verwirren pflegen. Alsdenn die grofSte Abwechselung des Schauspiels,
zu den Schotten! zu Macpherson! Da ich will die Gesdnge eines
lebenden Volks lebendig horen, sie in alle der Wiirkung sehen, die sie
machen, die Orter sehen, die allenthalben in den Gedichten leben, die
Reste dieser alten Welt in ihren Sitten studieren! eine Zeitlang ein alter
Kaledonier werden - und denn nach England =zuriick, um die
Monumente ihrer Literatur und ihre zusammengeschleppten
Kunstwerke und das Detail ihres Charakters mehr zu kennen - wie
freute ich mich auf den Plan! 41

For Herder, Ossian's Scotland was a different sort of spectacle from
England, public spirit and all. Scotland was still a living Volk, and
England, in a sense, no longer was. Scotland was genuine, England
monumental. Ancient manners could still be studied in Scotland, or,
better still, one could think of becoming an ancient Caledonian for a
while. The distinction Herder made in 1773 was thus an anticipation of
Schiller's categories of the Naive and the Sentimental, with Scotland being
the geographical locus of the Naive.42

When Herder craved to travel "to Macpherson!" he knew very well that
Macpherson was no Highland bard. He sensed the strength of Ossian's
modern context - that the enthusiasm of the modern Scots who
encouraged Macpherson's "discovery" of Ossian, and then helped to
spread its fame, was very different from the sober and scholarly efforts
of Bishop Percy.43 Acquainted as he was with the texts of the Ossianic

41, Johann Gottfried Herder, "Von Deutscher Art und Kunst", Werke in zwei Bdnden
(Munich, 1953), I, 838-839. Then, he continues, I could have become a translator of
Ossian, but different from Michael Denis (the Viennese Jesuit translator), for whom
"ist selbst die Macphersonsche Probe der Ursprache ganz vergebens abgedruckt
gewesen",

42 cr. chapter 9, pp. 285, 297.

43 cr. George Sherburne and Donald F. Bond, A Literary History of England, vol. III:
The Restorations and the Eighteenth Century (2nd edn., London, 1967), 1017.
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controversy, and watchful of the small vanguard of philosophers in "the
Scottish mountains”, Herder could not have overlooked the fact that
Ossian's Scottish sponsors were engaged in a conscious effort to form a
cultural identity. They could serve as models for an equivalent Germanic
root search, as indeed they became for Achim von Arnim and the later
generation of Romanticists.#4 But it is far less certain that Herder, or any
of his German contemporaries, recognized that Ossian was only a part-
time occupation for his Edinburgh advocates, whose main project of
national identity was a different one.

The sponsors of Macpherson's project were an influential Edinburgh
circle of literati, led by Hugh Blair and Adam Ferguson (the two most
excited about Ossian), John Home, Alexander Carlyle, and William
Robertson.45 This group was only one part of the Scottish Enlightenment,
but it enjoyed a unity and a sense of national purpose which no German
intellectual community could rival. Its members were Presbyterian
clergymen and Enlightenment thinkers who worked to combine both
identities within a joint political and cultural enterprise. They were
linked to the ecclesiastical party of the "Moderates”, which was founded
in 1752, and controlled the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland
during most of the second half of the century.46 Their intellectual circle,
the "moderate literati" in Richard Sher's phrase, combined a relaxed
attitude to the kirk with new philosophical horizons. In their preaching,
the clergymen among them aimed to combine the principles of the church
with the moral theory taught at the universities. Politically they can be
seen as "Whig-Presbyterian conservatives”, defending the Scottish-
English union, Britain's Hanoverian regime, and (with some qualifications)
the social status quo.47 However, their Scottish circumstances made this

44  Arnim visited Scotland in 1804. Between 1806 and 1811 five complete German
translations of the Ossianic epos were published; see Gaskill, "German Ossianism",
pp. 335-337.

45 Richard B. Sher, "Those Scotch Impostors and their Cabal: Ossian and the
Scottish Enlightenment”, in R.L. Emerson, G. Girard and Roseanne Runte (eds.), Man
and Nature. Proceedings of the Canadian Society for Eighteenth Century Studies vol.
I (London, Ontario, 1982), 55-63.

46 See Ian D.L. Clark, "From Protest to Reaction: The Moderate Regime in the

Church of Scotland, 1752-1805", in Phillipson and Mitchison (eds.), Improvement ,
pp. 200-224.

47 Sher, Church and University, especially ch. 5. At least in the case of Ferguson, I
think Sher is over-emphasizing the religious as well as the (narrowly political)
"Whig" element, and under-emphasising the quest for a theory of society and
government with universal, or at least European, validity.
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stance more complicated than mere British conservatism or whiggism.
Their Presbyterian convictions meant that moral justification for political
principles was taken very seriously. Recent Scottish history, from the
Union through the Jacobite uprising of 1745, meant that the defence of
the political status quo - to which they adhered - was a matter of active
public virtue, not just passive good-citizenship. Rapid economic change
and prospects for industrialization and commercial expansion signalled a
danger to public cohesion, responsibility and "spirit", which disallowed
any simplistic satisfaction with material progress. The educated Scots
found themselves conducting several identity-dialogues - with the "rude"
Highlands, with London, and with other European centres of the
Enlightenment - about the implications of being Scottish, being British,
and being civilized. Still, these identity-dialogues could be conducted
from a terra firma rather superior to what Germans had: despite their
linguistic ambivalence and political peripherality, Scots could draw on a
solid and continuous political history, and a fairly unambiguous

geography.

The moderate literati, in other words, had a Scotland; Herder and his
contemporaries did not have an equivalent Germany. Theirs was a Reich
of over three hundred political units, a map of dynastic arbitrariness,
religiously split, and scarred by internal wars. The vocabulary of
Patriotismus and Vaterland, which Germans acquired from their Swiss
neighbours, could not comfortably apply to the Empire. Justus Moser, for
one, saw Osnabriick as his only Varerland. But many others looked
further afield: Herder and Lessing claimed for all Germans one cultural-
national identity. That such an identity was possible, that it could
transcend or amend the fragmented political world of the Holy Roman
Empire, was widely felt. In Schiller's first play, Die Rduber (1780), "der
Ort der Handlung ist Deutschland." Germany did exist as a geographical
entity, and, more importantly, as a linguistic and cultural space. Herder,
wished to consolidate it into a German Volk: "unless we have a Volk, we
lack also a public, a nation, a language, and a literature."48 But he too, like
Lessing, was content to begin with language, literature, and the public.

These were the circumstances which made it easy for German men of
letters to pick out the colourful lining of the Scottish agenda rather than

48 Quoted by James J. Sheehan, German History 1770-1866 (Oxford, 1989), p. 165.
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its theoretical and political substance. In their Scottish context, the Ossian
lobbyists can only sarcastically be accused of heralding the literary
romanticism of the Walter Scott brand4®; but in Germany Ossianism
actually contributed to the shaping of full-blown nationalist romanticism.
This shift of weight is part of the failure of the Scottish Enlightenment to
come across to its German recipients as a coherent cultural enterprise, an
effort subtler than Ossianism to form a modern national identity.

Without the broader context Ossian remained, for many Germans, an
"English” (or a dimly "Celtic") bard. Similarly, Ferguson and Kames were
"noteworthy English moralists" in J.G. Buhle's Geschichte der Philosophie
(1803).50 This usage was, of course, partly due to the strictly linguistic
denotation of the noun or the adjective "English". Terms such as
Anglophilie or Anglomanie contributed to the blur. But even in hands as
careful as Kant's, the distinction failed to emerge: in his Anthropologie
Kant used the term "British" to denote the pre-Saxon times, while "the
English people” was the present, ethnically mixed population. Pondering
the "mixed" national character of the English, Kant made no mention of
the Scots.5! Many recent scholars have followed suit, retaining the cover-
term "English" even when their books deal extensively with the Scots.52
But this inaccuracy could survive only as long as the belletristic emphasis
held strong; new studies, turning to previously neglected fields of impact,
are now unearthing the long-obscured Schottland.

IV

Two recent studies have now added greatly to our knowledge of the
Scottish sources of eighteenth-century German philosophy: Manfred

49 "Collaborators in Ossian as well as enthusiasts for the militia, the Moderates well
deserve to be counted with the earliest inventors of the modern, kilt-ridden
tradition of Scottishness"; John Robertson, The Scottish Enlightenment and the
Militia Issue (Edinburgh, 1985), p. 243.

50, 1G. Buhle, Geschichte der Philosophie, vol. V (Gottingen, 1803), 350.

51 Immanuel Kant, Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (1798). I have used
the 12 volume edition of Kant's works, ed. W. Weischedel (Frankfurt a.M., 1977), vol.
XII, 663-665.

52, Gustav Zart, Einfluss der englischen Philosophie seit Bacon auf die deutsche
Philosophie des 18. Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 1881); Horst Oppel's otherwise
illuminating Englisch-deutsche Literaturbeziehungen. Maurer, Anglophilie,
defines his subject as "a basic preference for England, the English and everything
English" (p. 15), although the book does not neglect the Scots.
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Kuehn's work on the German reception of the Scottish common sense
school, and Norbert Waszek's work on the Scots' impact on Hegel. Both
works are based on extensive bibliographic research; and we, too, may
begin with a look at the evidence from the book market.

Scottish works formed an important segment in the general influx of
British books into Germany. A large number of books by Scots were
either translated into German, or otherwise circulated in German-
speaking -lands. In the second half of the eighteenth century Scottish and
English books were translated into German with increasing speed. This
acceleration began in the 1750s, and David Hume was one¢ of its first
beneficiaries. The Treatise on Human Nature (1739), very slow to impress
the British public, was only translated into German in 1790-1791; An
Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1751) fared better, appearing
in 1755, as a part of the first edition of Essays, Moral and Political (1741)
which were published in German in 1754-1756. The highly successful
History of England (1754-1763) became available to German readers
from 1762, through two separate translations in Berlin and in Leipzig.
The Four Dissertations (1757) were published in Germany in the same
year as their original English appearance.’3 Hume's impact on German
epistemology has recently been surveyed, and shown to range wider than
the famous instance of Kant34; but the significance of Hume's historical
and political works for the German Enlightenment is yet unexplored.

The peak period for the reception of Scottish works was from the mid-

1760s through the 1770s, with prompt translations of Ferguson's books,
Millar's Observations concerning the Origins and Distinction of Ranks in
Societry and Smith's Wealth of Nations. Although the average period
between original publications and German translations is estimated, for
the major authors, at about 9.5 years, these peak period translations
were often complete within a year of the first English editions.53

53, Waszek, "Bibliography", pp. 294-297.

54  Giinther Gawlick, Lothar Kreimendahl, Hume in der deutschen Aufkldrung.
Umrisse eine Rezeptionsgeschichte (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt, 1987).

55, Waszek, "Bibliography"”, p. 286. The authors covered are Beattie, Ferguson, Hume,
Hutcheson, Kames, Millar, Monboddo, Oswald, Robertson, and Smith.
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The speed of translation is only one proof of the German interest in the

Scots, and not always a reliable one. As Bernhard Fabian notes, quick
translation per se was not always purely a response to intellectual
eagerness on the part on the reading public; sometimes it was the only
way for the publisher to be the first on the market.5¢ But there are other
indications that books from Scotland were in demand: many reprints and
new editions, several re-translations, and, chiefly from the 1780s,
English-language reprints.>7

Translators were often young academics, sometimes prominent Wwriters,
and of varying competence. Bad translation is sometimes blamed for the
obscurity of Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations in its early German edition
(1776-1778), while Christian Garve's brilliant second translation and
preface (1794-1796) is seen as a key factor in its belated success.”8 In
fact, as Keith Tribe has recently argued, the "Smith reception” was more
complex than that: the maturing of "Smithianismus" in Germany should
be seen in the general context of changing economic discourse in the
leading German universities; the earlier reception of James Steuart's
political economy in fact overshadowed Smith for two decades. The
quality of translation was thus just one part of the story.>® Nevertheless,
it was an important part, as Ferguson's case can demonstrate. What Garve
did for Ferguson's Institutes of Moral Philosophy, an unimpressive
translation by C.F. Jiinger failed to do for An Essay on the History of Civil
Society. Similarly, first-rate translators such as J.N. Meinhard, and the
great Lessing, ensured that justice was done to Kames' Elements of
Criticism and to Hutcheson's System of Moral philosophy, respectively.60

The great days of Scottish books in Germany, at least in terms of
publication, had ended by 1800. There are no statistical evaluations for
the early nineteenth century, but the data collected by Fabian for 1800

56, Fabian, "English Books", p. 133.

57, Waszek lists the re-publications and the re-translations of the authors he
examined, but not the English reprints. For the importance of original language
editions for the emergeing English-reading public, and the special contribution of
the Basle publisher Tourneisen (or Thurneysen) in this field, see Fabian, ibid., pp.
135-137.

58, Waszek, "Bibliography", 286.

59 Tribe, Governing Economy. The Reformation of German Economic Discourse
1750-1840 (Cambridge, 1988), pp. 133-148.

60, wazsek, "Bibliography", pp. 286-287.
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show that while new translations of English belles-lettres were still on
the rise, humanistic literature fell down sharply.6! This probably affected
Scottish books more than those from England. However, one should again
beware of deducing public interest from publication data. By 1800 the
great Scottish philosophy books had been written, and mostly translated
into German. As the case of Hegel demonstrates, in the early decades of
the nineteenth century they still had distinguished readers and were still
very much on the intellectual agenda.

Manfred Kuehn's study of the German reception of the common sense
philosophers, Reid, Oswald and Beattie, focuses on epistemology, and its
chief aim is to show that Kant's famous derision of these thinkers does
not do justice to his true debt to them. In his Prolegomena to Any Future
Metaphysics Kant dismissed the Scottish common sense school as
irrelevant for countering Hume's scepticism, because its thinkers had
totally misunderstood Hume. Kuehn suggests that the very vehemence of
Kant's attack on the Scots indicates that they were taken seriously in
Germany, and proceeds to demonstrate that indeed they were: all major
philosophical schools profited from the common sense epistemology,
primarily because it offered an attractive combination of rationalism and
empiricism - the two poles of eighteenth-century German philosophical
discourse. Kant himself, as Kuehn tries to prove, was in fact well
acquainted with the Scottish common sense school, and the striking
similarity between some of his statements and those of Reid is far from
accidental. Kant in fact made use of Reid's ideas in his own response to
Hume. The Scots were also important for the reception of Kant's critical
philosophy in Germany.%2 Kuehn's account is particularly interesting, for
our context, in showing that the same British thinkers were often
summoned to support opposing combatants in German debates: thus
Reid's common sense epistemology was taken up in different ways by
Wolffians and "faith philosophers", naturalists and sceptics.03

61 Fabian, "English Books", pp. 126-127, graphs 1 and 2. There were earlier falls in
the number of new translations, notably in the early 1780s. The last peak in
humanistic literature was in the mid 1790s.

62 Manfred Kuehn, "The Early Reception of Reid, Oswald and Beattic in Germany",
Journal of the History of Philosophy 21 (1983), pp. 479-495; Scottish Common Sense
in Germany, 1768-1800. A Contribution to the History of Critical Philosophy
(Kingston and Montreal, 1987).

63 Lewis White Beck's introduction to Kuehn's book, ibid., p. x.
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Norbert Waszek's work on Hegel's Scottish sources includes a pioneering
survey of the reception of Scottish books in eighteenth-century Germany,
with an emphasis on the impressive number of book-reviews and the
broadly positive attitude towards the Scots.64 Adam Ferguson's impact is
pointed out in Hegel's analysis of human needs, and his understanding of
the psychological effects of the division of labour. On this central theme,
however, the impact of Steuart and Smith was probably more decisive;
and despite some textual similarities with Ferguson's works, Hegel does
not mention him outside the disappointing survey of Scottish thought in
his Lectures on the History of Philosophy.65

\Y%

Although the present study owes much to Kuehn's and Waszek's works,
it differs from them in two respects: first, its emphasis is on political
thought, a field which still awaits investigation.66 Secondly, mine will be a
more suspecting view of the transmission of ideas, looking out for their
possible misreading and distortion. We have seen that Ossian's German
readers may well have made more of him, as an example for cultural
revival, than his original Scottish sponsors did. But the fields of social and
political philosophy were even more prone to shifts of emphasis and

contents.

When Herder sought to base the German search for national identity on
the model of the Scots, he may have seen the Scots as fellow Northerners
with a genuine heritage; but he did not dwell on the differences between
the two nations and their identity quests. For, despite the similar
attempts at literary revival, the German search for cultural identity was
profoundly different from the Scottish re-assessment of political

community.

64 Waszek, Hegel's Account, pp. 56-83.

65 Ibid., pp. 134-141, 148-149, 225-227. For another recent attempt at unearthing
Hegel's Scottish roots see Laurence Dickey, Hegel. Religion, Economics, and the
Politics of Spirit 1770-1807 (Cambridge, 1987). Dickey's reconstruction of the
Ferguson-Garve-Hegel link is mentioned in chapter 5 of this thesis, pp. 155-156.
66. See Frederick C. Beiser's review of Kuehn's book in Eighteenth Century Studies,
vol. 22, no. 4 (1989), especially p. 633
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The Scottish problem was a direct result of the Act of Union of 1707,

when Scotland gave up its parliament and Privy Council in return for
equal partnership in the British State and economic access to the trading
routes of the empire. The Scottish Enlightenment had to come to grips
with the problem of an identity for Scotland within the assimilated
structure, and with the assertion of political membership despite the
removal of immediate political leverage. At the same time it was deeply
conscious of the economic, and hence social, consequences of modern
commerce and industry, which were transforming landscape and social
patterns no less than the political change. As recent scholarship has
established, the Scottish Enlightenment gave more than one response to
this set of problems: it developed a "moral culture” with a new language
of virtue and social intercourse67; it based its discourse of commerce and
sociability on a historical narrative derived from the Natural Law
tradition68; but it also struggled long and hard with the civic humanist
tradition and its central ideal, the active citizen-soldier. Although this
Scottish tradition was eventually superseded or essentially transformed,
it nevertheless contributed much to the central themes of the Scottish
Enlightenment, and left its mark on other European nations and on the
Americans.6°

The political language of civic humanism, which the Scots modified from
classical and Renaissance sources, was especially important for the
redefinition of Scottish identity on two occasions: the debate preceding
the Union of 1707, and the militia agitation in the second half of the
century, when the Edinburgh literati tried in vain to demand a militia for
Scotland. In both occasions Scottish writers used this language in a bid to
re-claim their country's position as a polity, a community of citizens.7 0
But there were no equivalent debates in the German political arena.
Citizenship did have a meaning - certainly for a Swiss patriot like Iselin,
but also for a German thinker like F.H. Jacobi. But civic activism, the

67 See especially John Dwyer, Virtuous Discourse. Sensibility and Community in
Late Eighteenth Century Scotland (Edinburgh, 1987).

68  See especially Istvan Hont and Michael Ignatieff, "Needs and justice in the
Wealth of Nations: an introductory essay", WV, pp. 1-44.

69 J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment. Florentine Political Thought and the
Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton, 1975), part III; John Robertson, "The
Scottish Enlightenment at the Limits of the Civic Tradition”, WV, pp. 137-178.

70, Robertson, Militia, chs. 2-5. The Scottish language of civic humanism,
represented by Adam Ferguson, will be examined in chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis.
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demand for political alertness and participation of citizens in the
government of their country, and the implied distrust of even the best
rulers and laws, did not become a political language in Germany.

Far more accessible to the Germans were the political languages of
sociability and sensibility, and of Natural Law: they stipulated a social
sphere of essentially private individuals, whose mutual transactions are
civil, but not civic. Such a sphere was regulated by principles which a
well-ordered constitution could guarantee. Its members could benefit
one another by pursuing their private ends, and (especially on the higher
echelons of a solid social hierarchy) exercising virtue and partaking in a
well-mannered social intercourse.’ !

The failure of the civic humanist ideas to enter German discourse from
Scottish sources is traceable through many instances of linguistic tension
in the relevant texts. Such tensions - not always acknowledged - arise
from disagreements about concepts, their meaning, and their usefulness.
An interesting example, in our case, is the concept of "State".

Der Staat, in eighteenth-century Germany, was part of the new political
language of increasing princely power, consolidated sovereignty, standing
armies and enlarged administrations. Not all Germans liked this concept:
Herder shunned the State because it was a cold mechanism, the very
opposite of his warm and natural Volk. Justus Moser rejected the new
concept because 1t superseded the older central-European notion of
Land.72 But for the mainstream of Aufkldrung thinkers the State was a
great vehicle of human improvement. As we shall see, this was what
Prussia meant to Christian Garve, and this was the moral basis of the
Staatswissenschaften of the Gottingen scholars Justi, Achenwall and
Schlozer. Here was an important distinction in the respective social
positions of the Scottish philosophers and their German counterparts: the
Scots, with all their ties to the administration of Scotland and to its
system of patronage, were not members of the State apparatus in any

71, See especially Pocock, "Virtues, rights, and manners: A model for historians of
political thought", Virtue, Commerce, and History (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 37-50; and
Anthony Pagden's introduction to Languages, pp. 1-17.

72 Sheehan, German History, p. 25.
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significant way; the Germans, both as university professors and court
administrators, were government officials.

The majority of German political thinkers before the Napoleonic
conquest accepted enlightened absolutism, namely the rule of law-
respecting, reform-bound and well-advised benevolent princes, as a good
pattern for the states of the German Reich. There were, admittedly, some
significant exceptions: Johann Jacob Moser and Justus Moser defended the
traditional corporate order against what they saw as the evil of modern
absolutist State. But the mainstream opinion was better represented by
the younger Moser, Friedrich Carl, who hailed the enlightened rule of
princes while still hoping to revive the declining Holy Roman Empire.
Many thinkers still paid some lip service to the Estates of the Empire and
those of the individual states, which were in principle considered a
sufficient counterbalance to princely authority. A monarchy governed
according to laws was for most German jurists and political theorists a
fairly acceptable, and happily realistic, form of government. Its
improvement was to come from its own structure, motivated by
enlightened rulers, bureaucrats and Aufkldrer. Even the great critics of
princely despotism, notably A.L. Schlézer, did not advocate a radical
constitutional change, but rather a gradual rationalization.”3 The
questions of government were not so much about political form, as about
the best ways of wielding governmental powers; and this was the domain
of the jurists, the theorists of Polizeiwissenschaft and particularly the
cameralists.”4 A broad consensus, notwithstanding Herder's and Moser's
reservations, looked up to the Staar as the locus of future improvements.
From the academic Staatswissenschaften to Schlozer's Staatsanzeigen, it
was a central noun in the compounds of political language.

The Scots, by contrast, were not too keen on the concept of State: most
participants in the Union debate preferred such terms as "Nation",
"People", or "Country".”5 These terms enabled the Scottish Enlightenment
to develop broader reference-frames for the economic, social and cultural

73 On the widespread acceptance of (enlightened) absolutism as a tolerable form of
government see especially Rudolf Vierhaus, "Stdndewesen und Staatsverwaltung in
Deutschland in spidteren 18. Jahrhundert”, and "Politisches Bewufitsein in
Deutschland vor 1789", both reprinted in Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert.

74 Tribe, Governing Economy, esp. ch. 2.

75, Phillipson, "Enlightenment", pp. 25-26.
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dimensions of communities in history.76 Even the civic discourse used the
concept of political community, the polity, rather than the State, with its
associations of delegated sovereignty and the distinction between ruler
and ruled. But when Scottish political writings came to Germany the
discrepancy of language caused a shift in the translation: as we shall see,
the absence of the term "State” from Adam Ferguson's texts (except as an
occasional synonym) in fact encouraged his German translators to
introduce it in abundance into their versions.”’

A similar problem arose with the terms "liberty” and "freedom™: after
1707, Scotland's independence was predominantly seen in terms of its
economic freedom rather than its free political institutions, whose
historical existence, even before the Union of Parliaments, was doubtful -
at least to those who supported the move.”’8 The civic humanist language
employed by Andrew Fletcher of Saltoun in the Union debate emphasized
the need for a Scottish militia which would retain the country's military
and moral integrity - its true assets as a political community - even when
it entered an agreement with England.7® By contrast, the Scottish
supporters of the Union wished to ensure Scotland's liberty by
transferring its sovereignty to the British Parliament. The language of the
late Scottish Enlightenment applied several concepts of liberty, including
personal-jurisprudential and economic ones; but its civic humanists, who
could no longer aspire for distinct sovereignty, emphasized moral
independence rather than political liberty.80

German thinkers, on the other hand, made extensive use of the term
Freiheit, though not exclusively political use. As far as political liberty
was concerned, several overlapping concepts can be distinguished; prior
to the French Revolution, political discourse was dominated by two of
them. One was articulated by the defenders of the traditional rights of
the Estates, who demanded that traditional corporate freedoms be
upheld, either on the imperial level (J.J. Moser) or on the local
principality level (Justus Mdser). The other concept belonged to the

76 1bid., p. 33.

77, See Chapter 3, p. 88, and chapter S5, pp. 144-145.

78, Phillipson, "Enlightenment", pp. 24-25. Robertson, Militia, pp. 26, 34.
79 Robertson, ibid., ch. 2.

80, Ibid., pp. 241-243.
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theory of the strong centralized State, often conceived as absolutism or
enlightened absolutism; the meaning it gave political liberty referred to
the subjects’ personal freedom from tyranny and oppression, guaranteed
by laws and by the ruler's benevolence. J.H.G. von Justi was fairly
representative of this approach when he defined citizens' freedom in
terms of their obedience to good laws, laws which promote the common
welfare.81 It was only in the 1790s that some German thinkers first
articulated the concepts of freedom which can be classed as "liberal”,
"democratic”", and ‘"conservative".82 But even these concepts were
tempered by the demand for an evolutionist approach, for long-term
education and cautious political gradualism. Revolution, like freedom, was
largely banished to the intellectual sphere.3

If we want to use the concepts "freedom from" and freedom to", we may
find that the Scots and the Germans had somewhat different meanings
for both. In Scotland, "freedom from" was primarily the jurisprudential
guarantee for personal freedom for economic self-promotion, and it could
be rephrased in the language of rights; "freedom to" was the civic
freedom to participate in the political game and assert one's humanity by
exercising one's citizenship.84 In Germany the situation was subtly
different: political freedom was primarily "freedom from" undue
intervention of the ruler in the subject's private life and intellectual
autonomy; but the Aufkldrung saw this political arrangement mainly as a
necessary support for its strong moral notion of "freedom to": the
freedom to think and express one's thoughts, to practice one's form of
Christianity, and (largely in Protestant terms) to find and follow one's
path to spiritual perfection. It was neither about participation in
government nor about social mobility. This, for many of the thinkers
discussed in our study, was the freedom that really mattered. The State,
as Kant thought, could reform itself in the course of its evolution; for

81 Sheehan, German History, pp. 194ff.

82 Leonard Krieger, The German Idea of Freedom. History of a Political Tradition
(Chicago and London, 1957); Jiirgen Schlumbohm, Freiheitsbegriff und
Emanzipazionsprozefs. Zur Geschichte eines politischen Wortes (Gottingen, 1973);
for a recent critical revision see Diethelm Klippel, "The True Concept of Liberty.
Political Theory in Germany in the Second Half of the Eighteenth Century”, in
Hellmuth (ed.), Transformation, pp. 447-466.

83. Rudolf Vierhaus, "The Revolutionizing of Consciousness. A German Utopia?",
Transformation, pp. 561-577.

84 See especially Robertson, Militia, pp. 12 and 225ff.
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Fichte, no other freedom but the freedom of thought was required for the
metaphysical-historical process which he called "the progress of the
human spirit".83

The spiritual content of the German language of freedom points to a
profound difference in the real strength of religious thinking in Scotland
and Germany of the late eighteenth century. The similarities are obvious
enough to be misleading: most Scots and almost all German adherents of
the Enlightenment refused to abandon faith; many of them saw it as part
of their agenda to rationalize religion in various ways, either through
natural theology, or by seeking philosophical support for the fundamental
moral provisions of Christianity, or by accommodating the scriptures
within a universal historical narrative. But there was a difference of
proportions between the actual use of religious concepts by the Scots and
the Germans. In Germany - and this is a central part of the argument put
forward in this study - there were Pietist and Lutheran notions of
spiritual freedom and meta-historical perfection which were effective
enough to enter and transform Scottish political language. The rejection of
civic activism in Germany can be explained through this process more
accurately than by the abstract notion of the Lutheran doctrine of
obedience to secular authorities.

The relative rareness of both "State" and "freedom" in Scottish political
texts naturally baffled their German readers. As we shall see, in the case
of Ferguson one solution was to introduce der Staat into the German
versions of the texts; and his translator Christian Garve, a theorist of
spiritual freedom, bitterly reproached Ferguson for neglecting the
concept of freedom.86 Garve's idea of freedom centred on moral
perfectibility; but Ferguson's alleged neglect can be understood in the
context of the Scottish inclination to steer clear of the term due to its
awkward political connotations. When Garve decided to "correct”
Ferguson by introducing freedom to his commentary, he helped virtually
to "spiritualize" the work and obscure its civic vocabulary.

A different stumbling block can be found in a concept of ostensible
mutual interest, such as ancient Greece. The Scots, from Andrew Fletcher

85, Vierhaus,"Revolutionizing", pp. 569-570.
86, See Chapter 5.
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to Adam Smith, invariably saw Athens or Sparta as schools for political
institutions, even when they differed about their lessons.87 In the civic
humanist tradition Greece was the first great civic society, paving the
way to the Roman republic. By contrast, the Germans' Greece was
primarily an aesthetic achievement. Led by J.J. Winckelmann, they
claimed it as the great model for moral-artistic harmony. For the young
Schiller it was the theatre that "held Greece together"; the Germans, he
wrote, will be a nation only "if we are able to have a national theatre".88
On the strength of this interpretation Rome was often dismissed as a
barbaric lapse after Greece's grandeur. Our study will dwell on the
frustration caused to Ferguson's readers by his political interpretation of
both classical cultures, whose crowning achievements he saw in their

republican moments.8°

Beyond the preferences for particular concepts, the Scots and the
Germans also differed in matters of style, rhetoric, and conceived
audiences. The Germans saw Enlightenment primarily as a form of
education,90 above all to the future administrators and subjects of
enlightened States; the Scots, even in their university textbooks, wrote
primarily for the next generation of gentlemen-participants in the
Scottish and English intellectual debates, educated laity as well as clergy
or officials. The difference was marked enough to be disturbing: as we
shall see, Ferguson's German readers, while admiring his pedagogical
stature, could not help frowning at some of the "un-educational” aspects
of his political thought.

The German thinkers treated in this study represent several variations
of the general political ideas we have outlined. Christian Garve was a
defender of Prussian absolutism; the Gottingen professors were teachers
of Staatswissenschaften; Isaak Iselin, despite his contribution to Swiss
Patriotismus, was a very reserved republican and a committed theorist of
education and gradual enlightenment; Lessing and Schiller, in their
different ways, subjected political theory to ideas of spiritual freedom

87, See especially Robertson, Militia, pp. 36f, 214, and passim.

88, Quoted by Sheehan, German history, p. 173. For a comparison of Schiller's and
Ferguson's understanding of the theatre, and hence of the relation of art and

politics, see chapter 9, p. 292.
89, See chapter 4, pp. 124-125, and chapter 7, pp. 212-213.
90, cr. Whaley, "Protestant Enlightenment”, p. 107ff.
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and meta-political perfection. Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, who understood
the substance of civic humanist ethics better than the others, did not
develop it into a systematic political statement. Each of these thinkers
confronted Ferguson's challenge, and dispensed with it in his own way.
Between them, they kept the civic humanist language out of German
political discourse.

VI

We are thus dealing with a problem of "reception”, of texts and the way
they were read. I do not propose to use the term "reception” in any of its
specialized theoretical meanings.®! In order to introduce the more
flexible approach wused in this thesis, T will briefly present several
examples, from recent scholarship, of studies of misreception within the
field of eighteenth-century British-German links. Despite their
differences, all these examples (and my approach) share at least one
underlying assumption: that we can reasonably detect what an author
meant, and what a reader understood; and that we may use our
judgement to point out, on the basis of textual evidence, cases where a
reader got an author wrong.

Our first example is taken from Hans-Georg Gadamer's Wahrheit und
Methode. Gadamer offers a chronological analysis of the central concepts
(Leitbegriffe) of what he calls "the humanistic tradition".92 One of these
concepts is sensus communis, which Vico used as "the concrete generality
that represents the community (Gemeinsamkeit) of a group, a people, a
nation or the whole of mankind."?3 Vico's ideas were paralleled by the
more influential Shaftesbury, whose concept of common sense
encompassed, beside the sense for the common weal, also "love of the

91 The German term Rezeptionsgeschichte is often used for a "positivist" account of
reading and reaction. By contrast, contemporary literary critics have produced
theories, notably deconstructionism, which empty both "reception” and
"misreception” of any meaning that could be useful for our purpose. See J.R. Holub,
Reception Theory (London, 1984); also Pocock's explanation of "the history of
discourse” in his "Introduction: The state of the art", Virtue, Commerce, and History,
pp. 1-34.

92 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Wahrheit und Methode, 4th edition (Tiibingen, 1975), pp.
6-7.

93 Ibid., p. 18.
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community or society, natural affection, humanity, obligingness."94 The
Scottish thinkers, especially Reid, took up Shaftesbury's moral sense as a
cornerstone of their moral philosophy, which was created to counter both
metaphysics and scepticism. While using it in his epistemology, Reid also
upheld its social meaning, its use "to direct us in the common affairs of
life".95 This "moral motive" was the legacy of the Scots to the present-day
meaning of "common sense”, distinguishing it from the German gesunder
Menschenverstand. It was in Germany in the late eighteenth century,
Gadamer claims, that a shift of meaning occurred:

While in England and in the Latin countries the concept of sensus
communis denotes, even today, not just a critical parole but a general
quality of the citizen, in Germany the disciples of Shaftesbury and
Hutcheson, already in the eighteenth century, did not take on the
political-social contents denoted by 'sensus communis'. The school
metaphysics and popular philosophy of the eighteenth century, much
as 1t was orientated towards learning from and following the leading
countries of the Enlightenment, England [!] and France, could not
transform itself [to accept these contents], for which the social and
political conditions simply did not exist. Although the concept of
sensus communis was accepted, it was completely depoliticized [vollig
entpolitisiert], and thus lost its actual critical meaning.96

Gadamer's model of misreception thus assumes that "backward" social
and political conditions hindered the German Enlightenment thinkers
from grasping the moral meaning of the concept "common sense", which
was apparent to the English (i.e. Scots) and French. By making the concept
purely epistemological, the Germans missed its function in the humanistic
discourse - its connection to the idea of civil society and citizenship. This
was a misreception, in the sense that the term sensus communis was
received by the Germans without its true conceptual content; but
Gadamer's model of misreception implies the premature transmission of
an idea to a '"retarded" culture, which is economically and socially

conditioned to misunderstand it.

94 Ibid., p. 21.

95, Ibid., p. 22.
96, Ibid., pp. 23-24. The pietists, in Gadamer's view, were the one significant
exception: Oetinger did understand the moral contents of sensus communis.
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Gadamer's hermeneutic model of misreception compares moOst
interestingly with Isaiah Berlin's liberal model of a similar phenomenon.
While Gadamer attributes all distortion to the recipients’ premature
material conditions, Berlin makes them such radically free agents that
their misreception can only be malicious. In his essay "Hume and the
Sources of German Anti-Rationalism"97 Berlin distinguishes between a
legitimate and an illegitimate treatment of Scottish philosophers in
Germany. What Kant did with David Hume was one thing; what Hamann
and Jacobi did to him was entirely different. Johann Georg Hamann and
his disciple Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, whom Berlin sees as unyielding
"anti-rationalists” and philosophers of faith, presumably abducted Hume's
notion of "belief” and redeployed it in support of their
Glaubensphilosophie. Hume was thus recruited against "fellow-
rationalists" such as Voltaire and Diderot. Never mind that Hume in fact
derived his "belief" from nature and custom. Never mind his empiricism,
his scepticism and his anti-clericalism. Hamann and Jacobi, in Berlin's
analysis, pounced on Hume's notion of belief and radically changed it. The
secular psychological concept became identified with their religious ideas
of faith and revelation. "Belief" became "Glaube", and the two were
presented as one and the same. Thus the Anti-Rationalists made Hume
into "an ally despite himself", an unintended fifth column in the army of
the Enlightenment.98 The deliberate, almost conspiratorial nature of these
manipulations is further asserted in the conclusion that "this inversion of
Hume's empiricism and scepticism in order to prop up faith”, is "typical of
the entire strategy of this group of dogmatic religious

transcendentalists."99

The present study will offer a different reading of Jacobi in particular,
and a different model of misreception in general. It will assume that the
German readers of Scottish texts were neither totally "conditioned” nor

97 Isaiah Berlin, Against the Current. Essays in the History of Ideas (Oxford, 1981),
pp. 162-187.

98, Ibid., pp. 172 and 176. The case for a conscious distortion of Hume's thought,
rather than an unintentional shift of meaning, is made clear in the claim that
Hamann, "in some sense, was not unaware" that his idea of Glaube was far removed
from Hume's thought (p. 174).

99 Ibid., pp. 184-185. For an even stronger account of deliberate philosophical
distortion, with multiple villains, see Rudolf Liithe, "Misunderstanding Hume:
Remarks on German Ways of Interpreting his Philosophy”, in V. Hope (ed.),
Philosophers of the Scottish Enlightenment (Edinburgh, 1984), pp. 105-115.
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radically free, and that the process of distortion took place in a complex
network of linguistic shifts, and different habits of thinking about
political issues. The third example for an account of misreception, which
is closer in means and purposes to the present study, is Rudolf Vierhaus'
essay "Montesquieu in Germany".100

Vierhaus does not make a case for a misreception or misunderstanding
of Montesquieu by eighteenth-century Germans. He does, however, make
a strong case for selective reading, which was partly intentional and
partly conditioned by the political realities in German lands. And
although Montesquieu was not a Scot, his reception in Germany is very
relevant to our subject, not least because Adam Ferguson was a disciple
of his - a complicated and disloyal disciple, but still recognized as such by
many of his readers.

De ['esprit des lois was first translated into German in 1753, and quickly
acquired fame; but, as Vierhaus shows, this "immortal work" was
criticized by its German readers from the outset: initially, for being "too
political”, and subsequently for its inadequate political premises,
especially for being "general and superficial”. Justus Moser and Friedrich
Carl von Moser attacked the doctrine's inapplicability to specific cases,
and Herder joined them in excluding Germany from Montesquieu's over-
simplified climatology. The Germans did, however, like the quest for a
"Spirit", which led the way to many other concepts of Geist. The basic
principle that laws determined and represented a form of government
was well received, because it was deeply rooted in the absolutist
definition of the ruler as law-giver. There was, however, no consensus as
to the location of the "German national spirit": the Swiss republicans
found it in their republic, the Prussian Thomas Abbt argued against
Montesquieu that virtue, and not just honour, can be the foundation of "a
well ordered monarchy”, and Moser anchored it in the Holy Roman
Empire. Abbt and Moser, like many of their contemporaries, took
"German freedom" for a unique form of freedom which substantially
differed from Montesquieu's chief model of a free State, England.101

100 Rudolf Vierhaus, "Montesquieu in Deutschland. Zur Geschichte seiner Wirkung
als politischer Schriftsteller im 18. Jahrhundert", Deutschland im 18. Jahrhundert,

pp. 7-32.
101, 1pid., pp. 16-22.
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The most crucial fact about the German reception of Montesquieu was

that his ideas on the separation of powers, and the checks on monarchic
authority, were not taken up by his German followers. The abstract
distinction between executive and legislative powers was often
acknowledged, but it seldom implied any limitation on the absolute ruler.
The political theorist Justi spoke of a "third way", in which the king will
be given all powers, but will be taught to rule wisely and benevolently.
Indeed, Montesquieu's rejection of despotism was eagerly echoed in
Germany; but his "pouvoirs intermédiaires” were understood (and here
one might say misunderstood) to refer to the old, powerless estates,
Zwischengewalten with no real Gewalt. The German Enlightenment, until
the French Revolution and partly after it, continued to rely on "the good
prince”, ruling by laws and improving his citizens, as the best
governmental form for German lands and the best guarantee for German
freedom. This "rejection of the separation of powers" was formed through
an argument with Montesquieu, but, as Vierhaus shows, its advocates
often regarded themselves as his followers. Such selective reading of
Montesquieu could enable Graf Hertzberg, the minister of Frederick the
Great, to claim that Prussia was a "free monarchy", because its provincial
estates took part in the executive.102

Unlike Gadamer, Vierhaus does not rely on strict, technical concepts of
socio-economic backwardness implying an inevitable intellectual
unawareness to '"advanced" political ideas. He presents an alternative
view in which German thinkers in a sense chose to accept foreign political
ideas or models in a selective way, because they envisaged their own
circumstances as different, and in some ways better, than either French
absolutism or British parliamentary monarchy. "Irrelevant” options, such
as Montesquieu's republican freedom or British parliamentary
accountability, were consciously put aside. But, unlike Berlin, Vierhaus
does not accuse the readers of a malevolent tampering with the
intentions of the author. It was Montesquieu's versatility, as well as his
German readers' selectivity, that enabled a book which inspired
revolutionaries elsewhere to support enlightened absolutism in Germany.

102 1bid., pp. 24-29.
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Vierhaus' combination of causes for misreception allows for social and
political factors as well as conscious preferences of readers. The present
study is an attempt to add another dimension to this model, the
dimension of linguistic processes of reception. Our analysis follows the
original text, through its translation, to the quotations, paraphrases,
comments and indirect references in other texts at the receiving end. In
order to illustrate the merits of this approach let us briefly look at one
final example.

In a study of the reception of Laurence Sterne's novels in eighteenth-
century Germany, Peter Michelsen shows how Sterne’s most successful
translator systematically enhanced his emotional language, in order to
meet the expectations of German readers.!03 The translator, J.J.C. Bode,
saw his widely acclaimed rendering of Sentimental Journeyl04 as his
masterpiece.105 In this book, which established Sterne's fame in
Germany, Michelsen notes a recurring "intensification” of sentimental
(empfindsame) language. Some of the examples are worth repeating here,
since they are not as remote from the political texts examined in this
study as one might suppose. Thus, the English "good-nature” became
"Gutherzigkeit"; "spirits" became "Herz"; "weak" - "weichherzig"; "it struck
me" - "fiel es mir aufs Herz"; "sprightliness" - "seelenvolles Gesicht"; a
"look of kindness" - "Blick der Liebe"; "pleasurable anecdote” became
"eine zdirtliche Anekdote"; "fair spirit" - "schone Seele"; "better principle” -
"bessere Empfindung", and so forth.106 Michelsen attributes to this
"enhanced emphasis on feeling” at least part of the success of Bode's
translation (at the expense of a near-contemporaneous one, which
unwisely lacked not only upgraded sentimental language, but even the
word "sentimental” in its title).107 Goethe, for one, later observed that the
Germans had totally missed Sterne's ironic treatment of
sentimentality.108 The misreception, in this case, was brought about by

103 peter Michelsen, Laurence Sterne und der deutsche Roman des 18.
Jahrhunderts (Gottingen, 1962).

104, Empfindsame Reise (Hamburg, 1768), appeared the same year (!) as the original
publication in England. Ibid., p. 67. Oppel, Literaturbeziehungen, pp. 131-132.

105 The subscribers to Bode's translation of Tristram Shandy (1774 and many
subsequent edns.) included the Russian Empress, Goethe, Hamann, Herder, Wieland
and Jacobi. Michelsen, ibid., pp. 52-53. Oppel, Literaturbeziehungen, p. 131

106 Michelsen, ibid., pp. 68-69.

107 1bia., p. 69.
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the translator's choice of words, designed to appeal to a reading public
which wanted sentimentality and not irony. Yet presumably not many
members of this public could become aware, as Goethe later did, that
Sterne's original tone had been distorted.

Linguistic analysis of this kind can prove very useful not only for a
literary text, but also for a political one. Political writings in the early
modern period, as J.G.A. Pocock has shown, can be fruitfully understood
in terms of several distinct (and intertwined) political languages. The
civic humanist tradition developed a vocabulary which its Scottish
representatives used effectively and consciously. In order to explain why
the German readers did not confront civic humanist contents of the texts
made available to them, it would be useful to follow the reception of the
civic humanist vocabulary and find out how its constituent terms were
translated, quoted, paraphrased, borrowed and moved about in German
texts.

This study concentrates on Adam Ferguson, arguably the most
committed civic humanist of the Scottish Enlightenment. As we shall see,
Ferguson was no stranger to the idiom of Natural Law and to the other
constituents of Scottish discourse; otherwise he could not have served as
a representative case. He was, however, an outspoken advocate of
political participation and republican virtues, and an opponent of any
legal-constitutional arrangements which dispensed with active citizens.
He was also a great favourite with an impressive range of German
thinkers. These combined merits have singled him out for our inquiry.

Some ten major German recipients of Ferguson's texts will be treated in
this study. Between them, they provide an interesting sample of German
intellectual history of the four last decades of the eighteenth century.
Their dates of birth roughly span one generation: Iselin and Lessing were
born in the late 1720s, Jacobi and Garve in the early 1740s, Schiller in
1759. It so happened that Ferguson's life (1723-1816) outlasted them all,
except Jacobi who survived him by three years. The geographic stations
in these readers' lives make a good list of the main centres of the

108 "Eg entstand eine Art zirtlich-leidenschaftlicher Ascetik, welche, da uns die
humoristische Ironie des Briten nicht gegeben war, in eine leidige Selbstquilerei
gewGhnlich ausarten mufte"; Goethe, "Campagne in Frankreich" (1792), quoted by
Michelsen, ibid., p. 70.
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Protestant Aufkldrung - Berlin, Hamburg and Wolfenbiittel;, Leipzig and
Breslau; Jena and Weimar; Basle, Diisseldorf, and the University of
Gottingen. In terms of intellectual orientation almost all these thinkers
belong to the same "generation": Lessing, Iselin and Garve were
prominent Aufkldrer; Garve and the Gottingen professors Feder and
Meiners represent the empiricist branch of Popularphilosophie; Iselin and
Meiners, as well as Lessing, were historians of the same school. Friedrich
Heinrich Jacobi might have stood for the "counter-Enlightenment”, but in
the focus of this study he is an interesting variant of the general political
discourse rather than an epistemological enfant terrible. The one
exception, in both age and intellectual development, is Friedrich Schiller:
our last chapter examines him as the final and definitive transformer of
Ferguson's ideas.

Our sample was dictated by the nature of textual evidence: neither
Herder nor Kant could serve our purpose, since they did not make enough
explicit allusions to Ferguson's works. But it is large and varied enough to
supply a range of answers to our general question: How did Ferguson's
German admirers come to terms with his politics?

"Coming to terms" can sometimes amount to changing the terms. If such
a process happened, as I will argue, in the transmission of Scottish
political ideas to Germany, its reconstruction may shed more light on both
these cultures. There is, however, no claim for uniqueness with regard to
the process itself: almost all bi-lingual situations are prone to various
instances of misunderstanding and cumulative misreception. My account
will proceed according to the common sense order of disentangling such
knots: I shall first present the original ideas and their author, then dwell
on the relevant vocabulary in the two languages, and finally examine
what happened at the receiving end.
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Chapter Two
Adam Ferguson: Scottish Context and German Reception

"His politics are, indeed, but his ethical doctrines applied to society.” (John Veitch, 1858).
"In general, the author's political principles wholly correspond to the constitution of his
fatherland." (A Gottingen reviewer, 1793).

The historian and moral philosopher Adam Ferguson was not the first
Scottish writer to be admired by the German Enlightenment, but he was
one of the most fortunate. His four major books were speedily translated
into German, and attracted distinguished readers and commentators.
Ferguson's name first appeared in Germany in 1768, following those of
his countrymen Fordyce, Hume, Robertson and Kames. He was gradually
forgotten after 1800, sharing the fate of most Scots excluding Hume and
Smith. But in the three decades between 1768 and 1800 Ferguson's
writings had a significant impact on a number of prominent German
thinkers.

Why is Ferguson a good test-case for the reception, or misreception, of
Scottish political ideas in Germany? Apart from his civic humanist
challenge and his impressive, well-documented readership, we may also
point to his peculiar gift for posthumous involvement in a variety of
intellectual paternity claims. Duncan Forbes has noted this peculiarity in
his introduction to the recent edition of Ferguson's best-remembered
work, An Essay on the History of Civil Society : "The Essay belongs,” he
writes, "or has been seen as belonging, to a number of ‘histories’ or 'pre-
histories': sociology, romanticism, Historismus, ‘historical materialism' and
so on; it certainly does not belong to the history of the idea of progress."l

It is a central argument of the present thesis that Ferguson's ideas were
adopted by not-quite-likeminded readers long before Karl Marx crowned
him the earliest Scottish theorist of the division of labour.? Ferguson's
reception by eighteenth-century German thinkers was marked by an
enthusiasm to enlist him for causes that are not always recognizable in
his own works, and particularly for assorted “ideas of progress" and

1 Duncan Forbes, "Introduction” to Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil
Society, edited, with introduction, by Duncan Forbes (Edinburgh, 1966), p. xiv.

2, Capital (Moscow, 1954), pp. 123n, 354, 361-362, 362n. The Poverty of Philosophy
(Moscow, 1956), p. 145.
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concepts of perfectibility. The ways in which he was translated, read
(sometimes in the original English), reviewed, and quoted by German
scholars and thinkers can provide an especially interesting case of a
complex reception.

Our account must begin with the author and his ideas, since the "fault”

for misreading can hardly be the recipients' alone. The coin is two-sided:
various aspects of the original texts can facilitate misunderstanding, or
even deliberate mishandling. Indeed, in different cases authors can be
said to have varying degrees of "blame" for the ways in which they are
understood. Taking an example from the grimmest edge of the spectrum,
Nietzsche and his racist readers make a different case from Kant and his
totalitarian readers: Nietzsche was rather easier to distort.3 But such
extreme instances of political manipulation of theory belong to the dim
future of the period discussed here. Adam Ferguson and his eighteenth-
century German readers were far removed from any brutalities inspired
by modern philosophy-turned-ideology, because such uses of philosophy
were in their times, if anything, embryonic, and limited to such political
laboratories as the American and the French Revolutions. The
misreceptions we will attempt to analyse in this study are subtle, not
crude or sinister; only with extreme caution can they be related to any
broader canvas of the German Sonderweg in the history of ideas.
Ferguson's reception in Germany is a story of the de-politicization of
political ideas, but it is not the story of a straightforward rejection of
"liberal" or "radical" political theory in favour of a "conservative" or
"reactionary” status quo. What emerges from textual evidence is, rather, a
transformation of a moderate statement of republican activism into a
language of spiritual perfectibilism. And the transformation of the ideas
also transformed the public image of the author.

3. Although a detailed analysis of this difference is beyond our scope, we€ may
briefly observe that two comparably evil cases, such as Hans Giinther's use of
Nietzsche's concept of Ubermensch, and Adolf Eichmann's distortion of Kant's idea
of duty, in fact belong to different levels of misreception. Nietzsche's
"contribution” towards the misreading of his philosophy is demonstrably more
substantial than Kant's. Eichmann, we may note, admitted that he had consciously
adapted Kant's categorical imperative "for the household use of the little man". See
George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology (New York, 1981), pp. 205-209, and
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil

(Harmondsworth, 1977), pp. 135-137.
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Even a fleeting comparison between Ferguson's Scottish image and his
German reputation would reveal a striking difference between the ways
his character and achievements were understood: in Scotland he was a
literatus, an early version of the modern political-minded intellectual,
while in Germany he was a Gelehrter, a philosopher and scholar of
universal standing and no distinct political shade. How did the "Scottish
Cato"4 become Schiller's "great sage of this century”, and the oracle of a
lachrymose Sturm und Drang hero?> Let us start with a brief biographical
overview, as seen from the Scottish vantage-point.

I. Ferguson in Scotland: Life®

Ferguson's "singularly complete, and, for a man of letters, exceptionally
eventful life"7 began on June 20th, 1723, in the Perthshire village of
Logierait. He was the youngest son of the parish minister, Adam
Fergusson, and in his early school years excelled in Latin and was
intended for the church. At the age of sixteen he went to study at the
University of Aberdeen, supported by a bursary, and did well in classics,
mathematics and metaphysics. Upon taking his M.A. degree in 1742 he
proceeded to divinity studies, and soon moved to the University of
Edinburgh. In this period began his lifelong friendship with John Home
and William Robertson, as well as his lifelong involvement in public
affairs: he reportedly served for a while as private secretary to Lord
Milton, who managed the Scottish affairs of the future third Duke of

Argyll.

4, See, for instance, The Edinburgh Review, cxxv (1867), p. 48. I accept David
Kettler's view of Ferguson as an early, but recognizable, intellectual in the sense
we now use this term: "his work represents an attempt, characteristic of
intellectuals, to develop an orientation towards the world of practice through the
medium of ideas." Kettler, The Social and Political Thought of Adam Ferguson (Ohio,
1965), p. 7.

5. See chapter, 8 pp. 230-234, and chapter 9, p. 269.

6. The main sources for the following survey are John Small, Biographical Sketch
of Adam Ferguson, LL.D., F.R.S.E., Professor of Moral Philosophy in the University of
Edinburgh (Edinburgh, 1864); an anonymous review of this work in The Edinburgh
Review cxxv (1867), 48-85; and Francis Espinasse's article in the Dictionary of
National Biography (hereafter DNB), vol. VI (Oxford, 1921-1922), 1200-1204. The
latter incorporates other sources touching on Ferguson's life - Principle Lee's
memoir, Alexander Carlyle's autobiography, Lord Cockburn's Memorial of his Time
and Lockhart's Life of Scoit.

7. The Edinburgh Review cxxv, 48-49.
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His knowledge of Gaelic, and family connections with the dowager
Duchess of Atholl, paved Ferguson's way to an appointment as the deputy
chaplain of the newly formed 42nd regiment of highlanders, the Black
Watch. He took up his post in 1745 after a speeded ordination, and in
time to participate in the battle of Fontenoy on July 2nd. There, if Sir
Walter Scott is to be believed, Ferguson led the column of men with his
sword drawn, and, upon hearing his colonel's rebuke to the effect that
such behaviour is incompatible with his commission, replied "D-n my
commission!" and threw it towards the speaker. There is a softer version
of this event,® but it is clear that Ferguson's Gaelic affinities and fighting
spirit were, then and later, more typical of his personality than the
clerical bent.9 He left the service of both the army and the church in
1754, after failing to obtain a living from the Duke of Atholl. Perhaps the
step marked a mental move as well as a career disappointment: writing
to Adam Smith from Groningen in October 1754, Ferguson asked to be
henceforward addressed "without any clerical titles, for I am a downright
layman."10 For most of the forty years after this date he resided in
Edinburgh as an academic, a man of letters, and an influential member of
the Edinburgh literati.

Ferguson took central parts in all the moderate literati's campaigns.
Their first major public act of opposition to kirk traditionalists was a
scandalous amateur rehearsal of John Home's stage play Douglas, and its
subsequent justification as a matter of principle. Ferguson contributed to
all phases of the Douglas episode, playing the role of Lady Randolph in
the rehearsal, and writing a pamphlet in its defence.ll This affair,
however, was but a prelude to the moderates’ most important concern,
the agitation for a Scottish militia.

8. Both versions are quoted in the DNB, ibid., p. 1201.

9 These features were shown in his Sermon preached, in the Ersh Language, to His
Majesty's First Highland Regiment of Foot, commanded by Lord John Murray, at
their Cantonment at Camberwell, on the 18th day of December 1745..., translated
into English and published in 1746 at the request of Murray's mother, the Duchess
of Atholl. Intended to reinforce the Hanoverian loyalty of highlander soldiers
during the Jacobite uprising, it was, not surprisingly, "a vigorous denunciation of
the Pretender, of popery, and of France"; DNB, ibid.

10, Quoted in Small, Biographical Sketch, p. 5. Cf. Kettler, Social and Political
Thought, pp. 47-49..

11 Adam Ferguson, The Morality of Stage Plays seriously considered (Edinburgh,
1757).
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Twice, during the Seven Years War and the American war, an
opportunity arose for widespread agitation in Scotland for a Scottish
Militia Bill to be passed in Parliament. For many Scots this was not only a
question of effective defence from a pending French menace, but also a
matter of asserting Scotland's loyalty and her standing within the
political union;, both points demanded reinforcement after the traumatic
events of 1745. The two rounds of militia agitation were a failure, but the
participants in this struggle made it intellectually fruitful.12 Tt
consolidated some of the issues most urgent to the moderate literati and
the wider circle of educated lowlands Scots, and it provided a focal point
for rethinking Scotland’s past and future. Ferguson's pamphlet,
Reflections Previous to the Establishment of a Militia (1756), crystallized
the question which was later to occupy Edinburgh's famous Select Society
and Ferguson’s own mature writings: how could the nation's economic
advance and improving manners be accommodated with the preservation
of public virtue and national vigour, how can it "mix military spirit and
commercial policy"?13 Ferguson proceeded to contribute another
pamphlet to the militia agitation, which reached a peak in the early
1760s. He actively participated in the Poker Club (named by him), which
was founded to promote the militia agitation and continued for over
twenty years as a social-intellectual club.14 In 1761 the moderate literati
found Macpherson and his Ossianic poetry, in which episode Ferguson's
enthusiasm and his Gaelic both led him astray. He allegedly confirmed
the authenticity of Macpherson's "translations" to Thomas Percy, who
later accused him of outright cheating.l5

In the meantime, Ferguson's academic career proved more successful
than that of his friend David Hume, whom he briefly succeeded as
Librarian of the Advocates' Library in 1757. Two years later he was
appointed at a short notice to the chair of natural philosophy at
Edinburgh University. This was not his field, but the arrangement was

12 Robertson, Militia, esp. chapters 4-7.

13 Reflections Previous to the Establishment of a Militia (London, 1756), p. 3, quoted
in Robertson, Militia, p. 89.

14 The History of the Proceedings in the case of Margaret, commonly called Peg,
only lawful sister to John Bull Esq. (London, 1761). On the poker club see Robertson,
Militia, p. 118.

15, see Sher, "'Those Scotch Impostors'™, and Small, Biographical Sketch, pp. 33-42.
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not unusual and Ferguson coped well: he learned physics very quickly
and managed to keep abreast of his students, if also to arouse Hume's
mildly ironic admiration. However, Ferguson's prized post, which he got
in 1764, was the Edinburgh chair of pneumatics (philosophy of the mind)
and moral philosophy. As a teacher, Ferguson now came into his own,16
and as a thinker and writer he reached maturity.

In 1767 appeared his best-known work, An Essay on the History of Civil
Society, which possibly incorporated an earlier Essay on Refinement
(written in 1759, but subsequently lost). Hume, who had approved of the
earlier text, did not like the book, for reasons unspecified but possibly
interesting.17 But his was a minority opinion: the Essay won prominent
admirers in London and abroad, and reached its seventh edition in 1814,
in Ferguson's lifetime (after which, significantly, it was not reissued in
Britain until 1966). The book and its author impressed one reader, Lord
Shelburne, to such a degree that he considered appointing Ferguson
Governor of West Florida. We shall presently return to this missed
opportunity.

A philosophy textbook, The Institutes of Moral Philosophy for the Use of
Students in the College of Edinburgh, followed in 1769.13 Probably based
on an earlier syllabus of lectures prepared in 1761, it offered a compact
outline of philosophical definitions and topics. Despite its terse and
sometimes short-hand style, the book was successful in Britain (where it
ran to three editions), and very successful in Germany and in Russia,
where it became a favoured university text.19

Between 1774 and 1776, as tutor to the third Earl of Chesterfield on his
grand tour, Ferguson travelled in Europe. The journey gave him the
chance to ponder his broader intellectual horizons in more than a

16, The popularity of his lectures, attended by high ranking non-academics,
eventually increased his £100 annual salary to about £300 from fees. DNB, ibid.
17 Blair and Robertson thought that Hume disliked the Essay for its moralism,
"Rousing and animating Spirit". Hume may have been averse to the all-important
place of moral action in Ferguson's theory of government and politics. See Sher,
Church and University, p. 197.

18, The publishing dates of Ferguson's books are often misquoted. The DNB
mistakenly dates the Essay to 1766 and the Institutes to 1772. Kettler, Social and
Political Thought, gives the year 1768 for the Institutes. There is a surprising
number of such mistakes in both English and German scholarship.

19, Small, Biographical Sketch, p. 21; For the German translation see chapter 5.
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figurative way: while lodging in Calvin's house in Geneva and reading his
manuscripts, he also paid several visits to Ferney and respectfully
laughed at the blasphemous jokes of the aging Voltaire, "till I began to be
considered", he wrote to Alexander Carlyle, "as a person who, tho' true to
my own faith, had no ill humour to the freedom of fancy in others."
Referring to the translation of his Institutes of Moral Philosophy, Voltaire
congratulated Ferguson for having "civilized the Russians".20

He returned to Britain in time to participate in the American crisis, first
as a writer and then, less effectively, as a political actor. His pamphlet,
Remarks on a Pamphlet lately published by Dr. Price, published at
Government expense in 1776, gave a balanced reply to Richard Price's
support of the rebels. Ferguson justified the colonies’ complaints against
Parliament’s narrow-minded mercantilism, but he nevertheless attacked
their resorting to violence in order to coerce the government to heed
their just demands. The pamphlet was well received in London, and made
Ferguson influential friends: in the spring of 1778 he was invited,
probably at the suggestion of Sir William Pulteney, to accompany the
Carlisle Commission sent to negotiate an agreement with Washington and
the American Congress. Ferguson's special contact in the Commission was
George Johnstone, the Governor of West Florida - a post Ferguson might
have succeeded to, had events taken a different course. On June 6th, soon
after their arrival in Philadelphia, Ferguson was made official secretary
to the Commission. He was promptly dispatched to the Rebels' pickets
with a letter to Congress. From that point it was all failure: Ferguson was
denied passage, and the Commission loitered a frustrating summer in
Philadelphia and New York, rejected and then ignored by Congress.
Bribery attempts, anger at the British government's order for the
evacuation of Philadelphia, and a general showdown of British disunity
was all Ferguson ever saw of the diminishing Empire. The unfortunate
fruit of the Commission's frustration was the much-criticized Manifesto
and Proclamation, of which Ferguson may have been the chief or sole
compiler, calling individual Americans or States to meet the Commission
on separate terms. Ferguson was blamed by some prominent critics,
including Paine, for penning what Rockingham called that "ingenious
literary production”.2! After their empty-handed return to Britain, and

20, Letter to Carlyle, 29.4.1775, quoted by Small, ibid.
21, For the whole story see Sher, Church and University, pp. 273-274.
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some further futile months as secretary to the Commission, Ferguson
went back to his Edinburgh professorship. This was the last of his
excursions into the world of political action, though he remained publicly
alert to the end of his long life.

With his prospects for a governorship gone, Ferguson was an unlucky
Scotsman; he had to rest content, as we shall see, in educating more
successful empire-builders. But another irony is hidden in the American
affair: Ferguson remained a much-reprinted author in the former
colonies. The earliest authorized Philadelphia reprint of the Institutes of
Moral Philosophy was announced in 1771. It was followed by reprints of
all his major works, repeated well into the nineteenth century. The
American reception of his ideas merits a separate study, and promises an
interesting comparison with his reception in Germany and elsewhere in
Europe.22

Whatever his knowledge of his transatlantic reading public, Ferguson's
personal experience with the American rebels evidently made him bitter
and disillusioned: abandoning hope for negotiation, he now favoured a
strong military response. He was similarly hostile to the Yorkshire reform
movement, whose leader, Christopher Wyvill, appealed for his support.23
These attitudes, however, do not make him into a wholesale defender of
the old order. Ferguson's "conservatism" was explicitly based on the
estimation that Britain's present government, and its social and political
status quo, were beneficial enough to override any advantages promised
by hasty or violent innovations. In the militia debate, by contrast, he
reckoned that the nation could only gain vigour, not lose stability, and he
was therefore prepared for a political fight. In general, Ferguson adhered
to a theory of obedience and resistance which Scottish thinkers, notably
David Fordyce and Reid, took up from Grotius: obedience is the due of
lawful government, and must also persist when rights are violated, unless
the causes for resistance are "great and evident".24 But the moral
arithmetic of unrest and stability became more of a dilemma in the

22, The post-1801 American editions are listed in The National Union Catalog, vol.
169, pp. 605-608.

23 Sher, ibid., pp. 274-275. Kettler, Social and Political Thought,, pp. 86-88.

24 Gee J. C. Stewart-Robertson, "Sancte Socrates: Scottish Reflection on Obedience
and Resistance", in Emerson et al. (eds.), Man and Nature, 65-75; the quotation is

from Reid's lectures, ibid., p. 69.



44

1790s. The French Revolution presented Ferguson - to a greater extent
than his fellow literati - with a heady blend of national invigoration and
social upheaval, which his own civic humanist beliefs could not allow him
to brush aside.

As elsewhere in Europe, the initial phases of the Revolution were
welcomed by many potential supporters of reform in Scotland, primarily
because the events appeared just, bloodless, and profoundly exciting. The
Jacobin terror, however, cost the Revolution most of its admirers and the
Scottish reform movement its respectability.25 Ferguson's attitude to the
Revolution, as revealed in letters and in an unpublished essay, was
exceptionally favourable. He immediately recognized it as a republican
outburst, and subsequently felt that both his historical focus on classical
republicanism and his modern analysis of national spirit were put to the
test, and epically vindicated. The downfall of the French "frivolous
corrupted pretenders to aristocracy"26 did not worry him. The fervour of
the French people and the wonderful effect of egalitarianism on the
French army greatly thrilled him. His elation held fast even when he was
forced to withdraw his initial prophecy that "what they are engaged in
will make them better neighbours both in Europe & Asia than they have
been heretofore."27

Ferguson therefore denounced the first Coalition's policy towards
revolutionary France, and felt that his own history and philosophy
enabled him to grasp the logic of the Republic better than most European
statesmen: it should have been left to run its course, exhaust its national
fervour and moderate its politics, "but this was too profound a secret for
German heads."28 Later, however, he came round to believing that the
French Republic could only live on its sword; and he knew that
Napoleonic France, though still a marvel of national spirit, must be
opposed. In David Kettler's words, "only his conviction that a republic in
modern times could exist only by virtue of aggressive militarism and his
belief that in Napoleon that French Republic had already found its Caesar
must have restrained him from becoming an outright supporter of the

25, Henry W. Meikle, Scotland and the French Revolution (1912, reprinted New
York, 1969), chapters iii-v.

26, A letter of 15.7.1799, quoted by Kettler, Social and Political Thought, p. 95.
27, National Library MSS, no. 1809, quoted ibid., p. 94.

28 MSS no. 3464 (letters to Carlyle, 1797 and 1800), quoted ibid., p. 93.
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regime".29 Now, he said, was the time for British patriotism to live up to
the French model. Judging from the tone of his essays and
correspondence of this period, being a civic humanist - even an old one -
was something of a bliss.

Ferguson lived his long last decades as "a man of the world and a high-

bred gentleman", as Alexander Carlyle characterized him.30 In 1782 he
was made member of the new Royal Society of Scotland, and the next
year a three-volume history of the Roman Republic began appearing in
print.31 Despite generous encouragement from Edward Gibbon, Ferguson's
fame as a historian of Rome was short-lived and eventually totally
eclipsed; but something Roman stuck to his public image in Britain, and
shaped the nineteenth century's memory of him.32

Upon resigning his chair in 1785 Ferguson handed it over to his brilliant
student Dugald Stewart, and Ilived thirty-one more years. In 1792
appeared an enlarged (and in terms of political activism somewhat
moderated) philosophical textbook, The Principles of Moral and Political
Science.33 In 1793, planning a second edition of the Roman Republic,
Ferguson travelled via Germany to Rome, where he sojourned for a while.
On 26 September of the same year he was elected external member of
the Berlin Royal Academy of Sciences and Arts, the first Scot - indeed, the
first Briton - to received this honour for at least two decades.34 Ferguson
lived long enough to see his eldest son, the future Sir Adam, return from

29 Ibid., p. 94.

30, Quoted in DNB, vol. VI, 1202.

31 The History of the Progress and Termination of the Roman Republic, 3 vols.
(London, 1783). There were English editions in 1799 and 1813, and a reprint in 1825.
Two (!) French translations appeared in Paris, in 1784-1791 and in 1803-1810; DNB,
vol. VI, 1203. For the German translation and the Basle reprint see the
bibliography.

32 For Gibbon's letter to Ferguson in 1776, see Small, Biographical Sketch, p. 24.
33 The Principles did not repeat the success of the earlier books in either Britain
or Germany. Interestingly, the book was translated into French as late as 1821, and
treated with respect in Cousin's Course d'histoire de la philosophie morale (1839-
1840); DNB, ibid.

34 Mémoires de L'Academie Royale des Sciences et Belles-Lettres 1792-1793 (Berlin,
1798), p. 6. For Ferguson's correspondence with the academy see ibid., p. 37, for a
letter of thanks, and Mémoires... 1794-1795 (Berlin, 1799), pp. 35-36, for a letter on
scientific questions; the latter touched on a "Scottish” subject: the properties of
strontium, the metallic element discovered in the village of Strontian. The
academy's second British member in this period was another Scot, Sir John Sinclair,

elected in 1794; ibid., p. 74.
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French captivity, and the final defeat of Napoleon. "The news of
Waterloo”, Walter Scott wrote, "acted on the aged patriot as a Nunc
Dimittis."35 The civic times were over. Ferguson died in St. Andrews,
surrounded by his three unmarried daughters, in February 1816.

II. Ferguson in Scotland: Ideas and Impact

The militia debate and the Essay on the History of Civil Society are the
main markers of Ferguson's position on the map of the Scottish
Enlightenment. While David Hume, and more significantly Adam Smith,
were moving away from the discourse of civic humanism, Ferguson
became its chief standard-bearer. Scottish civic humanism adapted the
Machiavellian and Harringtonian legacy to the basic needs of eighteenth-
century Scotland by legitimating the pursuit of wealth and re-defining
the concept of corruption. Their main concern was still citizenship in a
polity, which in post-Union Scotland meant that the public-minded elite
needed to maintain its grip on political matters in what had become an
institutional periphery. Ferguson's Essay, like the works of Robertson and
Kames, was an attempt to show that even in a large and commercial
society active citizenship was possible, and indeed vital. By the time the
Essay was written, this view had to be defended on two fronts, and its
language was pitted against two competing languages: the social discourse
of sensibility, and the powerful natural-jurisprudential language which
penetrated, and then overturned, the civic political concepts.

His immediate posterity remembered Adam Ferguson primarily as a
figure of "Roman" moral integrity, and as an educator. This image,
however, was only superficially similar to Ferguson's German reputation
as an author fit for use by pedagogues and "popular philosophers”. To his
Scottish disciples, most famously to Dugald Stewart, Ferguson gave a
unique moral-intellectual education which may be seen as a Scottish
Bildung of sorts.36 Here, however, a distinction must be made: the late
Scottish Enlightenment nursed an ideal of moral character-building,

35. Quoted in DNB, ibid.

36, "But the philosophical instructor, who, from the character of his mind and
doctrines, was most fitted to attract the sympathy and admiration of Stewart, was
Adam Ferguson..."; John Veitch, "A Memoir of Dugald Stewart", in The Collected
Works of Dugald Stewart, ed. Sir William Hamilton, vol. X (Edinburgh, 1858), p. xv.
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couched in the language of sensibility and sociability, which is strikingly
similar to its German counterpart, it can be found in the educational
writings of Ferguson's friends Hugh Blair, James Fordyce, and the novelist
Henry Mackenzie.37 Although this discourse of ethical formation was
distinctly aimed at the gentry and aristocracy, rather than the middle
classes, it advocated domestic virtues and feminine sensitivity which can
compare with the writings of some German Aufkldrer of the same age. In
Scotland, however, there was a fruitful tension between the new
language of domestic sensibility and the still dominant language of
classical virtue and "manly" ethics.38 These interlocking discourses shared
a concern for the strength of community in a changing world of
commerce and specialization. But Ferguson was far closer to the civic side
of the spectrum, even though he occasionally used sentimentalist terms.
As we shall later emphasize, he was not an educator of women. His ideal
of moral culture was far more civic and political than that of Blair or
Mackenzie. His pupils, in a way which substantially differed from the
contemporary German educational ideal, were intended to become
politicians and statesmen rather than court administrators or men of
letters. It was an education to conflict as well as to civic spirit.

The gulf between Ferguson's pedagogy and that of Lessing, Garve, or
Schiller - and between the ways of life he and they could foresee and
prescribe for their disciples - is best exemplified by a letter from Sir John
Macpherson, the Governor-General of India and an early student of
Ferguson's. It is worth quoting at length, because it amply demonstrates
how forthright political Ferguson's moral teachings were for this Scottish
builder of the British empire. "I have followed your maxims in the
practice of affairs,” Macpherson wrote to Ferguson in 1786,

upon perhaps the greatest theatre of affairs... I have amply
experienced the truth of three of your favourite positions:

1st. That the pursuits of an active mind are its greatest happiness,
when they are directed to good objects, which unite our own
happiness with that of our friends and the general advantage of
society. Hence the first success in the Carnatic; the subsequent efforts
in London; the return to India; the visit to Europe in '77; the

37, See most recently John Dwyer, "The Imperative of Sociability: Moral Culture in
the Late Scottish Enlightenment", British Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies
vol 13 no. 2 (Autumn 1990), pp. 169-184.

38 Ibid., pp. 177-178.
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intercourse with men of business; the friendship of the ministers; Lord
N[orth]'s selection of me for my trust in 1778.

2d. I have likewise experienced, that he who has not been in contact
with his fellow creatures knows but half of the human heart. But such
are the necessary taxes of occupation, of business, and perhaps of life.
3d. That all that rests with us individually, is to act our own parts to
the best of our ability, and to endeavour to do good for its own sake,
independent of events, disappointments, or sufferings.

Under these impressions I have acted and I now act; and if the India
company, the ministers, and the Legislature... will adopt the plans I
have laid before them, I am steady in believing that the greatest
benefits to Britain from Thule to Land's End, and to Asia, from the
Cape Comorin to Tartary, may flow from the practical operations of the
commercial and political systems I have opened for the adoption of
the empire.39

With its elegant glide from Stoic virtue to the East India Company, this
letter goes a long way to explain the climate in which Ferguson and his
British contemporaries could read philosophy into worldly action without
the speculative agonies which featured in German "theory-practice”
debates. In Scotland these agonies did not exist, and the bearing of
philosophy on politics seemed self-evident. As Dugald Stewart's
biographer reminded his readers in the mid-nineteenth century, "no one
was better skilled than Ferguson in duly blending the abstract and the
concrete... with him Ethics, Politics, and History, went hand in hand, in
turn illustrating and borrowing light from each other."40 Ferguson's image
as an educator to action also clarifies the dominance of his character over
his actual teachings. Another Victorian writer (after typically observing
that Ferguson's life story was not "remarkable” because he had "lived and
died in the social position in which he was born") presented him as a
model-character "of the manliest type", who, although "scarcely a man of
genius...was more than he did", and was "typical of the whole [Scottish]
race in appearance, character, tastes, and fortunes".41 This tribute to his
character signalled the decline of Ferguson's scholarly reputation, at least

39 The letter is quoted in full by Small, Biographical Sketch, pp. 45-49.
40 Veitch, "Memoir", p. xvi.
41 The Edinburgh Review cxxv (1867), pp. 48-49.
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in Britain, where he was shelved as an undistinguished thinker42 until his
texts were recently aired by historians of the Scottish Enlightenment.43

As a historian and moral philosopher Ferguson has never totally been
forgotten, but only since the 1960s has he seriously been studied as a
political thinker. Ferguson was political in two ways: he practiced politics,
and, as we have just shown, he educated his students to public activity. It
is perhaps a twentieth-century fallacy to remove an author's "narrow"
politics from the wider framework of his belief in God, his understanding
of human nature and his view of the good life; but for the present
discussion it is important to see that it was precisely his "narrow” politics
which did not cross the cultural-linguistic divide between Scotland and
Germany. Prior to being a well-read and travelled European intellectual,
Ferguson was a Lowlands Scotsman of Gaelic affinities, Presbyterian faith,
Whig political loyalties, and moderate-conservative social views. He
shared these affiliations with his circle of Edinburgh moderate literati,
who provided him with constant intellectual challenge as well as a
powerful focus of national and cultural belonging.

From the early phases of his career Ferguson published tracts and
pamphlets expressing his political and social convictions with regard to
topics of the day: a sermon preaching Hanoverian loyalty to the Black
Watch in 1745, the defence of stage plays in 1756, the two militia
pamphlets, the vindication of British liberty in 1776, and the ill-fated
Manifesto and Proclamation of the abortive Carlisle Commission in 1778.
None of those publications were known in Germany.#4 Nor was his
attitude towards the French Revolution, expressed in unpublished essays
and private correspondence. All these political statements were based on
a defence of the social and political statrus quo in Great Britain, which
could not comfortably be applied to any of the European monarchies.
Even his allegiance to the British government was invariably conditional.
"After all”, as he stated in the Essay, "the merit of a man is determined by

42 "As a speculative philosopher, and even as a historian, he must be contented
with a second rank." Ibid., p. 49. Cf. Leslie Stephen, History of English Thought in
the Eighteenth Century (3rd edn., New York, 1949) vol. II, 214-216.

43 Most significant are Duncan Forbes' edition of the Essay (1966) with his
thought-provoking introduction, and, a year earlier, Kettler's book.

44 One possible exception is the 1776 pamphlet, which the Gottingen university
library acquired at an unspecified date.
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his candour and generosity to his associates, by his zeal for national
objects, and by his vigour in maintaining political rights; not by
moderation alone, which proceeds frequently from indifference to
national and public interests".45 Ferguson's German readers, who knew
nothing of his concrete political statements as a moderate Scottish Whig,
encountered this message of civic activism at the bottom of his moral
philosophy, and in the political sections which concluded his two most
admired books.

As his intellectual biographers stress, Adam Ferguson was no systematic
philosopher.46 He was, however, a coherent theorist of action in society.
"Mankind are to be taken in groups, as they have always subsisted",47
was his fundamental principle as a historian and as a moralist. The
various drives and dispositions of human nature are meaningful only in
society, the good ones contributing to it, and the bad ones abusing or
neglecting it. It is useless to hypothesize a non-social state: man's "mixed
disposition to friendship or enmity, his reason, his use of language and
articulate sounds, like the shape and the erect position of his body, are to
be considered as so many attributes of his nature”.43

Ferguson's avowed empiricism - his insistence that "all we know of
human nature comes from observation” - was the basis of his belief in
natural sociability. But nature was subject to laws, and Ferguson followed
his mentor Hutcheson in adapting the Newtonian concept of law to the
study of psychology and ethics. His philosophy textbooks assembled the
data of observation under laws of two kinds, either "physical” or "moral”.
The truly important distinction, he stressed, is not between man's mind
and body (which he called "intellectual system" and "material system"),
but rather between physical laws and moral laws which govern both
these systems. Some philosophers have got it wrong: "frequently,
whatever relates to matter, is said to be physical; whatever relates to

45, Essay (1966 edition), p. 199. Unless otherwise stated, all subsequent references
are to this edition.

46 Kettler, Social and Political Thought, pp. 6-7. Forbes, "Introduction”, p. XXX.
47, Essay, p. 4.

48 Ibid., p. 3.
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mind, is said to be moral." But the difficulties cropping up from this

simplistic arrangement - Ferguson was thinking of Hume's naturalistic
any

"

fallacy - are superfluous. True moral philosophy is not about
theoretical question relating to mind"; it is solely "the study of what men
ought to be, and of what they ought to wish, for themselves and for their
country."4% The is-ought problem, in other words, has no bearing on
ethics.

Ferguson's basic moral concept was virtue, the Christian-Stoic virtue of
willful action for the public good: "the Stoic enlisted himself, as a willing
instrument in the hand of God, for the good of his fellow-creatures.”>V
Moral actions are judged not by their unforeseeable consequences, but by
the "will, intention, and design" of human beings.51 This stoicism was
couched in Hutcheson's language of benevolence and moral sentiment,
but it had a further twist. Ferguson made it more political, and more
tinged by restlessness and the love of challenge. "We mistake human
nature,” says the famous first section of his Essay on the History of Civil
Society, "if we wish for a termination of labour, or a scene of repose.">?2
Virtue was a matter of action; and action, Ferguson held, was first and
foremost a social matter.

But action in society - and here Ferguson moved away from Shaftesbury
and Hutcheson - also involved conflict, and conflict could be a good thing.
It refreshed men's individual fortitude and social bearings. Ferguson
described (and prescribed) it on all levels of human interaction - between
individuals through play or hunting,53 between political parties as an
unintended means of securing liberty,54 and between rival societies as a
fact of human nature, and not always a sad one. It has, he said, good
consequences for the moral vigour of nations: "Their wars, and their
treaties, their mutual jealousies, and the establishments which they
devise in view to each other, constitute more than half the occupations of

49 Institutes (1st ed., 1769) p. 84. Unless otherwise stated, all subsequenst
references are to this edition.

50, Quoted by Sher, Church and University, p. 175.

ST Institutes, 3rd edn. (Edinburgh, 1785), p. 177.

52, Essay, p. 7.

33, Ibid., pp. 42-43, 46.

>4 Ibid., pp. 125, 128.
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mankind, and furnish materials for their greatest and most improving
exertions."55

There is a glowing contradiction between this praise of war and
Christian and Stoic moral doctrines. Ferguson was aware of it, and, quite
simply, unwilling to solve it:

Peace and unanimity are commonly considered as the principal
foundations of public felicity; yet the rivalship of separate
communities, and the agitations of a free people, are the principles of
political life, and the school of men. How shall we reconcile these
jarring and opposite tenets? It is, perhaps, not necessary to reconcile
them. The pacific may do what they can to allay the animosities, and
to reconcile the opinions, of men; and it will be happy if they can
succeed in repressing their crimes, and in calming the worst of their
passions. Nothing, in the mean time, but corruption or slavery can
suppress the debates that subsist among men of integrity, who bear an
equal part in the administration of state.>©

This idea of human nature underlay Ferguson's idea of the good life:
happiness is not the result of as much pleasure and as little pain as
possible, but of social virtue expressed in "active pursuits".>7 He
consciously distanced himself from David Hume's pleasure-pain
psychology: "pleasure”, he told his students, "is a term too vague to be
substituted for happiness."58 The emphasis on active pursuit also
breathed new life into the well-worn Stoic equation of virtue and
happiness. Ferguson duly repeated it - “the definitions of perfect
happiness and perfect virtue are the same”"59 - but attached both
constituents to political action. Full happiness, he explained, is only
achieved by virtuous action; its rewards eclipse the partial, misleading

comforts of sensual pleasures.60

55, Ibid., p. 119. There is a certain tension in the Essay between the British concept
of contending political parties as guarantors of liberty, and the ancient, especially
Roman, denunciation of factions as destroyers of the national unity. The ensuing
dilemma between war with inner unity and peace with "domestic dissentions” is

stated ibid., p. 125.

56, Ibid., pp. 61-62.
57, Ibid., p. 42. For Ferguson's civic activism see especially Kettler, Social and
Political Theory, pp. 141, 149-150, 164ff, and Sher, Church and University, pp. 175-

180.

S8 Institutes p. 160.

59 Institutes, 3rd edn., p. 166.
60, Essay, pp. 43-44.
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This is Ferguson's theory of human nature, and, with the exception of

his idea of conflict, it is not original. The idea of society as the sole or
chief locus of moral existence has a Greek and Roman pedigree, and was
transmitted to the Scottish Enlightenment through the Natural Law
thinkers, primarily Pufendorf. The empirical methodology is Newtonian,
its social-moral application developed by Locke (and, in Scotland, by
David Fordyce). The notion of moral sentiment is derived from Hutcheson,
going back to Shaftesbury's concept of benevolence.6l The association of
happiness and virtue is essentially Stoic, and the insistence on social
virtue is rooted in Aristotle, modernized by Machiavelli, and reaffirmed
by most eighteenth century moralists. The British civic humanist
tradition had already removed the individualist teeth and claws from
Machiavelli's virtii by steering away from the lone operator, the seducer
of fortuna, into the more communal dimensions of social and political
activism.62

Ferguson himself readily referred his readers to his classical and
modern sources, including most of the greater Greek and Roman writers,
modern voyage literature, Montesquieu, Hutcheson, and Hume. He also
proclaimed his bétes noires, Mandeville and Rousseau, who erred in
denying the moral primacy of either individual virtue or society itself.
Ferguson summed it up well and phrased it powerfully, but with this
mixture of ideas he could easily be seen (as he often was in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century) as a second-rate, eclectic
moralist.63 But Ferguson's texts are more than melting-pots of received
moral philosophy and recent ethnography. They were addressed to the
members of modern societies, diagnosed new dangers, and transmitted a
strong sense of didactic and political mission, spiced by the sheer urgency
of someone who had a solution. Ferguson's often-missed originality lies in
the application (and, of course, the belief in the applicability) of civic
humanism to modern life in commercial societies, such as Scotland was
fast becoming, even in large political frameworks such as Great Britain.

61, Shaftesbury, Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (4th edn.,
London, 1727), 1, 88f; II, 44, 86, 99-101ff, 139ff, 175.

62 Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, pp. 405ff.
63, Cf. note 42 above.
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Citizen virtue and political activism were far from defunct, and no
political society was ever safe without them: this was the message.

It is easy to see Ferguson's position as a rearguard defence of a dying
tradition. His Scottish contemporaries who shared his concerns, notably
Hume and Smith, did not share his solution. One of these concerns was
essentially historical: past and present human societies may be similar in
early stages of their development, but they form intriguing and varied
patterns as they gradually evolve, and each of them demands close
inspection. The other, higher concern was essentially moral: advancing
technology, commercial expansion, industrial specialisation, and cultural
refinement - all interlinked - tend to destroy simple and valuable social
assets. But, unlike Hume and Smith, Ferguson did not consent to trust any
system of laws - be they political laws of great wisdom or natural laws
allowed a free hand - to maintain and preserve a political society. He
dismissed all types of constitutional perpetuum mobile, ingenious as they
may be. Political matters, he repeatedly stressed, were subject to a
bewildering variety of causes, not least of which was human will, passion
or whim. So human volition must always intervene: virtue must be
exercised not as a keep-fit routine, but in order to maintain its only
possible arena, the polity, in working order. In the modern European
nations, where civic virtue had been lost or dismissed, it must be revived.
Men - here was Ferguson's hidden subversive message - could only be
virtuous if they regained possession of their civic life, namely the defence
and the government of their countries.

While Ferguson's pluralist approach to human societies echoed
Montesquieu (and also, probably unknown to him, Vico), his account of
their evolution reflected a set of concerns which the Scottish
Enlightenment took from Pufendorf and Turgot.04 In its mature form, it
was a bid for reconstructing the full story of the historical advance of
mankind, an approach which Ferguson's pupil Dugald Stewart later called
"conjectural history”. In Ferguson's hands, this use of history enriched
and transformed both Montesquieu's anthropological pluralism and
Machiavelli's civic republicanism. To some degree, the project was shared

64 See especially R.L. Meek, Social Science and the Ignoble Savage (Cambridge,
1976).
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by William Robertson, Adam Smith, and John Millar. Ferguson's Essay on
the History of Civil Society is one of its seminal statements.65

The Essay was well received and highly praised by men of letters from
Boswell to d'Holbach. It has six parts, whose titles provide a clear
overview of the general Scottish concerns and of Ferguson's personal
emphases. A psychological introduction, "Of the General Characteristics of
Human Nature", is followed by two historical discussions, "Of the History
of Rude Nations" and "Of the History of Policy and Arts". The three last

parts - "Of Consequences that Result from the Advancement of Civil and
Commercial Arts", "Of the Decline of Nations", and "Of Corruption and
Political Slavery" - present a historical-moral analysis of the inherent

evils which modern society must confront.66

Ferguson's diagnosis of the problems of advanced commercial society
was a civic version of the Scottish attempt to work out the coexistence of
wealth and virtue. His notion of corruption was not (as some Germans
read him) that of a Ciceronian or a Stoic. The real moral danger in our
times, he said, was not luxury per se, but political laziness. He made a
point of conceding that luxury was in every epoch relative, and that
riches and material well-being did not in themselves cause or imply
moral degeneration.67 It was specifically the modern economic structure
of society, to his mind, which encouraged the well-to-do - specifically the
landowning class - to remain out of politics, and therefore out of virtuous
life. Ferguson's "virtue" strongly echoed the Aristotelian political virtue
and the Machiavellian virzi;68 but his economic analysis of morality was

distinctly modern.

The most important of his insights was the vehement denial of the
historical primacy of man-made laws, and of the corresponding two
myths of the ancient legislator and the original contract.6® The quality of
any polity - Ferguson was not content with the received classification of

65, Cf. Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, p. 499ff.

66 The best discussion of the book is provided in Hans Medick's and Zwi Batscha's
"Einleitung" to Medick's recent translation (Frankfurt a.M., 1988), pp. 7-91.

67, Essay, pp. 245-246.

68 Forbes, "Introduction”, pp. xxvii and xxxi; Pocock, Machiavellian Moment, pp.
499-500.

69 Forbes, ibid., pp. xxiv and especially xxxviii.
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government types - relied on the constant alertness and activity of its
citizens to a greater extent than on its basic constitution. Good
governments, in Ferguson's opinion, cannot be perpetuated, but must be
constantly nurtured by an active citizenry. No mechanic equilibrium of
powers, only a lively and kicking public, can keep a government on its
track. Ferguson does not mince his words here: happiness, he tells his
readers, 1s accessible to members of "states where different orders of
men are summoned to partake in the government of their country”; and
even under such institutions "the liberties they enjoy cannot be long
preserved, without vigilance and activity on the part of the subject."70

This was Ferguson's most notable self-distancing from Montesquieu, the
revered master to whose work he modestly denied adding anything
new.’1 But its implications went further than that: the denial of an
original contract was a denial of an historical entry into the status civilis,
as Pufendorf and his followers would have it. For Ferguson there was no
pre-political man, and the State was not a unique political state. Political
society preceded the legal-constitutional structure called the State, and
man's political instincts were more deeply rooted than the natural jurists
would have them. While sharing Hume's dislike of the fiction of a social
contract, Ferguson concluded, contrary to Hume, that a good government
was primarily a question of voluntary political activism by individual
members of civil society.

The dialogue with Hume is crucial for our grasp of the biting edge of the
Essay: it was not just a restatement of old civic convictions, but also a
new bid to defend them against the legalist concepts of government
which Hume had put forward and Smith was in the process of developing.
Hume had modified the civic tradition by inserting the individualist-
jurisprudential notions of universal liberty and universal citizenship. The
future, he thought, belonged to large commercial States, where all would
be citizens, but only watered-down citizens by the exacting standards of
the civic humanists. The way to this future might well pass through
"civilized" monarchies, including absolute governments of the Continental

70, Essay, p. 56.

71 Ibia., p. 65. Too many scholars took Ferguson at his word, but see Sheila Mason,
"Ferguson and Montesquieu: Tacit Reproaches?", British Journal for Eighteenth
Century Studies, 11 (1988), pp. 193-203.
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brand.’2 Adam Smith, in his Wealth of Nations, was to break with the
civic humanist tradition altogether by abandoning the notions of political
community and citizen militia. Instead, he developed a natural-
jurisprudential theory of political economy, where individual wealth-
pursuit can be made to fit into a great natural course, politically
safeguarded by the British doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty.’3 Both
Hume and Smith asserted the primacy of political institutions over the
participating individual. Ferguson, conscious that they may lose sight of
civic virtue altogether, and trust laws and History too much, held fast to
the citizen.

Despite its inner coherence, the constituent parts of Ferguson's theory
are easily separable. Ferguson's anthropological interest in primitive
societies could be re-tuned into fashionable primitivism; his moral
fascination with classical antiquity could be dismissed as neo-stoic
idealization. Conversely, these interests could be totally drained of their
moral implications and pushed towards a value-free, "scientific"
sociology, whose earliest roots were discernible in some German
universities in his days. As to Ferguson's marriage of civic humanism
with the historical stage-theory of civil society, it could also be easily
undone. Karl Marx, for instance, hailed Ferguson as an early alienation
theorist.74 His emphasis on the fragmentation and neglect of the citizen's
roles in modern civil society could be moved neatly from the civic to the
commercial sphere, and understood as a denunciation of the division of
labour in the process of production. In fact, specialization in manufacture
worried Ferguson less than the alienation of the citizen from his civic

roles.”5

72 Duncan Forbes, Hume's Philosophical Politics (Cambridge, 1975), pp. 152-172,
224-230. Robertson, "Scottish Enlightenment", pp. 151-177.

73 Here I follow the line of John Robertson, who suggests both a revision of the
strictly natural-jurisprudential understanding of Smith (Forbes, Winch,
Haakunsen), and a qualification of his status as a civic moralist (Phillipson);
Robertson, "Scottish Political Economy beyond the Civic Tradition", History of
Political Thought IV (1983), 451-482.

74 Capital (Moscow, 1954), pp. 123n, 354, 361-62, 362n. The Poverty of Philosophy
(Moscow, 1956), p. 145.

75, Cf. chapter 9, p. 289.
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But if Ferguson was no proto-marxist, neither was he a straightforward
Enlightenment moralist. It was (and still is) easy enough to place him in
the camp which Moses Mendelssohn called the "System der Wohlwollens",
comprising the thinkers who upheld man's moral sense, or benevolence,
or sympathy, or pitié, in the face of the "System des Eigennutzes" led by
Hobbes, Mandeville and Helvétius.76 Ferguson, of course, did subscribe to
the party whose agenda was simplified by Pope into the maxim "self-love
and social be the same"; But his civic humanism made him a rather
naughty subscriber, emphasizing society and its earthly restlessness,
advocating conflict, and dodging the purely spiritual, or aesthetic, pole of
Shaftesbury's legacy.

One striking example, that will emerge time and again in our discussion,
is Ferguson's rather half-hearted notion of human perfectibility. Man, he
conceded, did yearn for perfection; but Ferguson's affirmation of this
yearning 1is coloured by his dynamic, voluntarist, and political-minded
view of human nature. As Duncan Forbes has emphasised, Ferguson was
far from progressivism in its crude, one-way, "whig" form. He rejected,
and 1indeed denounced as dangerous, the view of mankind as
unintentionally or irreversibly progressing along any moral, social or
political course. Technological progress - which he acknowledged - was
not a point in question: his real and innovative point was to warn against
confusing it with moral progress. Morality, which for Ferguson amounted
to social virtue, was in his view not infinitely perfectible, but at best
slightly improvable or diligently sustainable. A move in the opposite
direction was more probable: the virtue of a man or a nation could easily
deteriorate when neglected.

This attitude is expressed most powerfully in the Essay, a book about
man's crucial (but limited) capacity to create and maintain a good polity
within the harsh contours of physical and psychological realities. In the
Institutes of Moral Philosophy, however, Ferguson opted for a softened,
"textbook" theory of perfectibilism. It was this version which had a
profound effect on some of his most distinguished German readers.

76, See, with special reference to Schiller, Manfred Riedel, Die Anthropologie des
jungen Schiller (Wiirzburg, 1985), p. 180. Mendelssohn's phrases are from GS 5: 378,
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According to the Institutes, there are three "Laws of the Will" which
regulate the human mind; these are "physical", not "moral" laws - hence
they are binding and descriptive, not avoidable and prescriptive. The
third Law of the Will is that "men naturally desire what constitutes
excellence, and avoid what constitutes defect."’”7 As we shall see, many
German readers, past and present, have taken this law to refer to a moral
striving for perfection (Vollkommenheit). However, Ferguson did not
mean it to be so. Not only is the law purely descriptive, it is also morally
neutral. The word "perfect” appears nowhere in its definition, and it is
elsewhere termed "the law of estimation".78 The quest for excellency,
Ferguson makes clear, can refer to success in any human activity. It is
true that we always strive for something - "human nature is actually in
motion, either in a right or in a wrong path". Sometimes we even strive
for moral perfection; but this is nothing but the quest for virtue, and
virtue is always understood in its social and civic meaning.”’9 Moral
perfectibility, however, is neither inevitable nor linear in human affairs.
At best, we may achieve real, small-scale "improvement" in the only
sphere that matters, that of social and political life.80 But the history of
civil society is not an uphill climb towards a perfect state. Here was the
punchline of Ferguson's politicized eudaemonism: the perfectibility of
human nature did not imply a constant improvement of minds, morals, or
societies.

In Germany, however, the chord of perfectibilism resounded far more
forcefully than in Scotland. The way Ferguson was read actually
contributed to the shaping of a model of human improvement, a
modernized and "secularized” theory of perfectibility. The Protestant
German thinkers who developed this model were seeking the willful
spiritual enhancement of the individual person within society, and
sometimes without it. Ferguson's ideas, removed from their Scottish
context, helped, in the last three decades of the eighteenth century, to
forge the link between one Christian tradition of perfectibility and the
spiritual projects of Schiller, Fichte, and some of the German

77 Institutes, p. 94.

78 Ibid., pp. 99-100, 145,

79 The Institutes define virtue as "probity, supported by wisdom, temperance, and
fortitude" (pp. 155-156) - a fair blend of stoic beneficence and Machiavellian virti.

80, Ibid., pp. 162-164.
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Romanticists.81 We will explore this development, with respect to Schiller,
in our last chapter.

But the shifting idea of perfection is only part of the story. Beneath the

apparently harmless stoicism there are, in all of Ferguson's works,
political statements that did not lend themselves to such easy
transformation. These statements expressed the hard core of his
commitment to political activism and the corresponding willingness to
advocate social change, which together create the radical potential of his
doctrines. We can demonstrate this potential in his least controversial
and, in Germany, most popular book, the Institutes of Moral Philosophy.

In a passage often (and mistakenly) quoted as a confirmation of the
existing social order, Ferguson invokes the Stoic slave Epictetus and the
Stoic king Antoninus:

I am in the station which God has assigned me, says Epictetus... Is not
the appointment of God sufficient to outweigh every other
consideration? This rendered the condition of a slave agreeable to
Epictetus, and that of a monarch to Antoninus.32

This statement sounds complacent enough, and, indeed, "Stoic" in the
passive and quietist sense of this term. However, in the very next
paragraph Ferguson continues with a noteworthy and seldom-quoted
reservation:

Whoever possesses good personal qualities, holds them in dependence
only upon God: but the circumstances in which men are placed; the
policy or government of their country; their education, knowledge and
habits, - have great influence in forming their characters.83

This is the conclusion of a chapter significantly titled 'Of opinions, or
Circumstances, productive of Happiness'. By referring to political and
social circumstances, the social scientist is here qualifying the "Stoic";
looking back from this paragraph, the talk of God's blessing to the likes of
Epictetus may even be ironic. To be sure, Ferguson is saying, God's

81 See especially John Passmore, The Perfectibility of Man (London, 1970), pp. 157-
158 and 213ff.

82 Institutes, pp. 169-170.

83 Ibid., p. 170.
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benevolence can create happy and virtuous slaves (even though, in
Ferguson's own terms, anyone who is out of the public game cannot really
be happy). But for most men the contingencies of birth, education and
political status matter a great deal for their chances of happiness.

Towards the end of the book there follows a yet more extreme advocacy
of social equality and political activism. Appearing in the section Of the
Happiness of a People, it begins harmlessly enough, and then becomes
increasingly challenging:

The happiness of a people consists in the love of their country, and in
that distribution of ranks and station which is best suited for their
merits and capacities.

Men who have least private interest, are best disposed to love their
country.

Men who have the fewest adventitious distinctions of birth and
fortune, are most likely to be classed according to their merits, to be
employed suitably to their abilities, and to find the stations in which
they are most likely to cultivate their talents and their virtues.

That a community may be loved in the highest degree, its members
should be relieved of personal anxieties, and occupied in what relates
to the public.

They should be made to consider the state as the equal parent of all,
distributing equal benefits, and requiring equal services.

Where-ever the state confines political consideration to a few, who
sacrifice the rights of others to their own interest or fancy, it cannot be
loved.

The reason and the heart of man are best cultivated in the exercise of
social duties, and in the conduct of public affairs.84

For the German supporters of enlightened reform from above, this
statement must have presented an ascending difficulty. As Ferguson
stressed in his treatment of Montesquieu's typology of governments, all
the existing European forms which were not thoroughly despotic could
accommodate the political participation of their members. Not only was
such participation possible, it was a moral necessity. Moreover, it was not
intended for a dim future, after educational goals are achieved; it was a
basic truth of civil society as such.83

84 Ipid., pp. 289-191.
85 Ibid., p. 296.
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The need for active political freedom to support passive civil liberties is
stated more explicitly in the Essay. The following passage was clearly
meant as a direct attack on theories of rights which deemed personal civil
freedoms sufficient for the happiness of the subjects without the further
proviso of political participation. "If to any people”, Ferguson warned,

it be the avowed object of policy, in all its internal refinements, to
secure the person and the property of the subject, without any regard
to his political character, the constitution indeed may be free, but its
members may likewise become unworthy of the freedom they possess,
and unfit to preserve it... If this be the end of political struggles, the
design, when executed, in securing to the individual his estate, and the
means of subsistence, may put an end to the exercise of those very
virtues that were required in conducting its execution."86

This passage is important not just for its explicit activism, but also for its
critique of Locke's political language. Here was a clash of vocabularies:
Ferguson was demonstrating the insufficiency of such concepts as
personal freedom, secured property and individual rights, if they are
divorced from the civic concept of exercised virtue and political struggle.
Ferguson left no doubt that his whole critique of polished society rests on
the problem of political passivity.

In his later book, Principles of Moral and Political Science (1792),
Ferguson's soothing defence of the British constitution was spiced with
fresh venom against Europe's absolutist regimes. Here he made use of the
notion of "mixed government”, a classical concept which had recently
served Montesquieu for his typology of government forms in De l'esprit
des lois. Ferguson used it not only as a descriptive category, but also as a
normative statement of what a modern State should be. A mixed
government, he told his readers, is any government in which the
executive power exists side by side with a "fortunate... constitution of the
collateral, legislative, and judicative forms." In such a case, "there 1s
greater danger from change than from any trivial inconvenience".87 So
much for British Jacobins; but the formula does not cater for absolutist
Prussia quite as comfortably as for parliamentary Britain. By no means,
Ferguson continues, does his doctrine justify civic complacency: even

86, Essay, pp. 221-222.
87, Principles, vol. 11, 498.
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those "least disposed to innovation" must "know the good of which they
are susceptible, and the evil to which they are exposed.”" Brushing away
arguments for cultural relativism, Ferguson asserts that government is
not a relative matter, on which "every age or nation should be left to
please itself.”

The slave, we are told, is often more chearful and gay than his master,
and the subject of absolute monarchy more undisturbed, than the
citizen of a fair republic, And if we reason from the tastes of men, we
must leave every one to chuse for himself. This is pleaded in matters
of private as well as public felicity; but, so long as human nature has
its visible destination, in the perfection or excellence of which it is
susceptible, we must be allowed to scrutinize the tastes as well as the
attainments of men.88

It is important to see that precisely Ferguson's idea of human nature led
him, as he himself claimed, to reject any form of government which does
not grant freedom for political participation. The reference to "absolute
monarchy” might be understood as a reference to despotism in its Greek
and Roman guise, contrasted with the classic republic; but the context or
this quotation strongly suggests that Ferguson is talking of a modern
"free State”, and hence of a modern absolute monarchy. Once again,
Ferguson rejects any quietist interpretation of his political ideas, and
proceeds in a way which clearly points to the political structures of his
time, the products of the historical evolution he had described elsewhere:

The trials of ability, which men mutually afford to one another in the
collisions of free society, are the lessons of a school which Providence
has opened for mankind, and are well known to forward, instead of
impeding their progress in any valuable art, whether commercial,
elegant, or political.

Under the last of these titles, more especially, we had occasion to
observe, that the most important objects of human concern, and the
most improving exercises of ability, are furnished to the members of a
free state: And we may now also assume that forms of government
may be estimated, not only by the actual wisdom or goodness of their
administration, but likewise by the numbers who are made to
participate in the service or government of their country, and by the
diffusion of political deliberation and function to the greatest extent
that is consistent with the wisdom of its administration.89

88 Ibid., 11, 499, emphasis added.
89 Ibid., 11, 508-509.
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There is an inherent value in a free polity, a community whose
members can "collide" and experiment, and are not just beneficiaries of
kindly state paternalism. The freedom of a state is measured by the
number of participants in politics, decision-makers as well as public
actors and civil servants. This was the bottom line of Ferguson's political
creed in his mature work, explicitly stated after the French Revolution. It
was less than democratic, but it was pointedly republican and
uncompromisingly participationist. If the Jacobin definition of a citoyen
follows Rousseau's formulation, "participant a l'autorité souveraine”, then
Ferguson's citizen certainly came under this definition. In Germany
during the 1790s such a view could only be sustained by the democratic
extreme of the political spectrum.90

This explicit participationism thus runs through all of Ferguson's major
works. The Essay on the History of Civil Society even contains one direct
attack on the Prussian monarch Frederick the Second. Typically for
Ferguson, the attack links broad-based political activism with the "free"
British legal system, and contrasts both with the absolutist ruler's view:

Men of superior genius sometimes seem to imagine, that the vulgar
have no title to act, or to think. A great German prince is pleased to
ridicule the precaution by which judges in a free country are
confined to the strict interpretation of the law.”l

The footnote refers Ferguson's readers to the Memoirs of Brandenburg,
the English translation of Frederick's treatise.”2 Many German readers,
and not only sworn admirers of the Prussian monarch such as Christian
Garve, could not have been comfortable with this open criticism. It is not

90  See Jorn Garber, "Politisch-soziale Partizipationstheorien im Ubergang vom
Ancien Régime zur biirgerlichen Gesellschaft (1750-1800)", in Peter Steinbach
(ed.), Probleme politischer Partizipation im Modernisierungsprozefi (Stuttgart,
1982), p. 38.

91 1pid., pp. 220-221.

92 The probable target is Frederick's "Dissertation on the Reasons for the enacting
and repealing of Laws", in A Supplement to the Memoirs of the House of
Brandenburg (London, 1752), pp. 21-66. "Tho' England has a great many good laws",
says the dissertation, "yet there is no country, perhaps{,] in Europe, where they are
so badly executed" (p. 42); and, commenting on the acquittal of a bigamist on a
technicality: "The want of distinctness in the wording of laws, and the literal
interpretation of them in England, has occasioned the most ridiculous abuses" (p.

58).
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surprising, perhaps, that all but one of the readers examined for this
study chose to ignore it.

III. Ferguson in Germany

Ferguson's books were translated, during the last decades of the
eighteenth century, into Russian, French, Swedish, and Italian®3; but no
European country matched the speed and the intensity of his German
readership. The German reception began as early as 1768, when the
Gottingische Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen welcomed the translation of
his first book, "the important and profound philosophical work by
Ferguson".94 His four major works were published in German translation
within one to four years of their appearance in Britain.

The first translation was also the fastest, though otherwise not a fully
successful one. The Essay on the History of Civil Society (1767) was
translated anonymously by the Leipzig scholar Christian Friedrich Jinger,
and published in 1768 by the respectable firm of Junius in Leipzig.®> It
received a friendly review by the Swiss historian Isaak Iselin in the
Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek, though Iselin and others criticized the
quality of the translation. As we shall see, the Essay - often in the English
original - gained the respect of such prominent thinkers as Mendelssohn,
Lessing and F.H. Jacobi. However, for reasons pertaining either to the
undistinguished translation or to the novelty of the work itself, it was
soon overshadowed by the author's second book.

With the Institutes of Moral Philosophy (1769) came Ferguson's most
significant entry into the German intellectual scene. In 1771 a chapter
from the book appeared in the Hannoverische Magazin, translated and
submitted by "A" (perhaps the Gottingen jurist Gottfried Achenwall).
Significantly, the chapter chosen was "Von Staatsgesetzen", the chapter on

93, For a partial bibliography see DNB, vol. VI, 1203-1204.

94 GGA, 1768, vol. 2, 1056.

95 For the identification of Jinger as the book's translator see Johann Georg
Meusel, Lexicon der vom Jahr 1750 bis 1800 verstorbenen teutschen Schriftsteller,
under "Jiinger, Christian Friedrich", vol. 6 (Leipzig 1806), 313. Price, English
Humaniora, p. 68, give Jinger's name without mentioning the translator's
anonymity. Their source is the Gesamtkatalog der deutschen Bibliotheken, A-
Beethordnung, I-XIV (Berlin 1918-1939).
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laws. This choice, as we shall later see, is indicative of the way in which
the Institutes were read in Germany, and may contribute to
understanding the book's appeal.

The full German version of the Institutes was published by the house of
Dyck in Leipzig in 1772. It was translated and annotated by the already
distinguished writer Christian Garve, whose later fame was in part due to
this project. The translation, reprinted in 1787, proved very successful: it
was in this version that Schiller found his admired "great sage".
Interestingly, the Germans granted this work a pioneering status which it
never received in Britain: as late as the mid-nineteenth century Ersch
and Gruber's Allgemeine Encyclopddie saw it as "the first geistreich
compendium of this science [i.e. moral philosophy] in English literature."9 0

Ferguson's third book, History of the Progress and Termination of the

Roman Republic (1783) was published in German by the Weidmann
house in Leipzig, in three volumes, between 1784 and 1786. It was
edited (and probably also translated) by a Leipzig scholar, Christian
Daniel Beck. This work was well received and much reviewed.

It is interesting to note that these three books also appeared in English-
language reprints intended for German readers between 1786 and 1791,
with a second reprint of the Institutes in 1800. The Basle house which
made three of the reprints specialized in Scottish and English texts, and
its activity bears testimony to the impressive increase, during the last
decades of the century, in the number of readers capable of tackling an

English-language text.?7

Finally, and of smaller importance, the Principles of Moral and Political
Science (1792) appeared in Zurich in 1796. It was translated by K.G.
Schreiter, the same man who translated Hume's Dialogues on Natural
Religion. But, just like Hume's book, Ferguson's came too late to be of any
real importance to the German philosophical discourse, now in its post-

Kantian phase.

96 Heinrich Doring, "Adam Ferguson”, in J.S. Ersch and J.G. Gruber (eds.),
Allgemeine Encyclopdadie der Wissenschaften und Kiinste, section I, vol. 43 (Leipzig,
1846), 139.

97. The reprints are listed in the bibliography. For the significance of English-
language reprints see Fabian, "English books", p. 122.
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All these translations, and often the original versions as well, were

promptly announced or reviewed in the leading literary and academic
journals. Book reviews, ranging from a dry brief report of contents to a
serious and critical discussion, were a crucial link in the reception of any
foreign book in Germany. Three major journals of the period, Gdottingische
Anzeigen von gelehrten Sachen, Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek, and
Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung each published several reviews of
Ferguson's works. Some of them were written by such prominent scholars
as Iselin, J.G. Feder, and Christoph Meiners. Other important articles
appeared in the Erfurtische gelehrte Zeitung (by Wieland), the
Frankfurter gelehrte Anzeigen, the Niirnberger gelehrte Zeitungen and
Neue Leipziger gelehrte Zeitungen.

How did Germans read Ferguson? The following chapters of this study
will provide analyses of several important readers. It is, of course,
impossible to draw a comprehensive picture of Ferguson’s reception in
German-speaking countries, beyond the assorted mentions in books and
journals. Whatever evidence we have of his reading by "ordinary”
educated people, who were not writers themselves, is limited and
random. For example, we know that two reading societies in Schaffhausen
held Ferguson’s Roman Republic: one society (comprising mainly Junker
and bureaucrats) owned a six-volume English-language reprint from
1791, while the other (with mostly clergymen as members) had the
1784-1786 German translation.98 Recent studies of private library
inventories have revealed a German translation of Ferguson 1in the
possession of the diplomat and Herrenhuter, Freiherr Ludwig Carl von
Weitolshausen, genannt Schrautenbach (d. 1783), and another copy held
by a Tiibingen merchant in 1806. Such inventory lists, however, are far
from represhentative. The number or social distribution of people who
owned Ferguson's books, let alone those who read them, cannot be

assessed with any accuracy.”?

98, Barney M. Milstein, Eight Eighteenth Century Reading Societies. A Sociological
Contribution to the History of German Literature (Bern and Frankfurt a.M., 1972),
pp. 238-239, 287. The first society owned at least thirty English books, including the
works of Hume, Robertson, Kames, Smith and Millar, mostly in Tourneisen’s Basle

reprints.
99 The information is taken from Fabian, "English books", pp. 155-156.
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There are, however, some clues as to the way Ferguson was generally
seen, and the kind of author he was taken to be. Among many references
to his books, one is especially illuminating in this respect: Joachim
Heinrich Campe's best-selling manual for the education of women,
Viterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter (1789), Ilists Ferguson as
recommended reading for young ladies.100 The contrast between this
German usage and Ferguson's "manly” image and self-image in his native
land is of great significance. Ferguson probably never published one
sentence in his life which was not intended for men, in the concrete sense
of Médnner rather than Menschen; men were the subjects of human
nature as he defined it and the natural citizens legally and mentally
capable of public action. Virtue, in Ferguson’s language, was always
literally virile, just as its opposite was effeminate. The feminine versions
of human nature or virtue never interested him as a writer. The only
ladies to appear in the Essay are those who "never look abroad”, and
complain about bored husbands disturbing them on a rainy day, thereby
demonstrating men’s natural disposition to outdoor pursuits.101 By
human nature as he described it - that of the hunter, gamester, warrior -
Ferguson explicitly meant male nature, and hence a multitude of typical
statements to the effect that "nations consist of men",102 or that the true
happiness is what "every boy knows at his play".103 Ferguson wrote the
Essay and the Institutes for colleagues and students, certainly not for
persons whose prescribed domain was outside the public sphere. By
contrast, the German Enlightenment's pedagogic ideal for the education of
women - and Campe can be seen as its main spokesman - aimed at the
betterment of thinking human beings within an exclusively domestic
sphere of action. The application of Ferguson’s philosophy book for this
task was thus a complete reversal of Ferguson’s intended goals and a
complete transformation of his intended audience.104

100 joachim Heinrich Campe, Viterlicher Rath fiir meine Tochter. Ein Gegenstiick
zum Theophron. Der erwachsenen weiblichen Jugend gewidmet (Braunschweig,
1789). Other "easy" moral-philosophical readings included Basedow, Garve, and
Cicero. Campe saw this syllabus, together with some religious writings, as fully
sufficient for women of the Biirger class. See Horst Moller, Fiirstenstaat oder
Biirgernation. Deutschland 1763-1815 (Berlin, 1989), p. 342.

101, Essay, p. 43.
102 1pid., p. 225

103 1pid., p. 46.

104 Herder, of all German writers, was closest to Ferguson in this classicist-
masculine image of text and audience. He reproached his contemporaries' way of
writing "fir und als Weiber", and invoked Plato's and Cicero's tomes of "Metaphysik
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Such subtle shifts in the role assigned to a corpus of ideas, and the
corresponding change of prospective reading publics, should precede and
underline any listing of the subjects in which Ferguson presumably
"influenced" German readers. Ferguson has been said to affect German
discourse in epistemology, moral philosophy, the new "social sciences"
(including cameralist economy), and historiography. There is evidence for
all these claims, but not everywhere was Ferguson’s stamp significant or
interesting. The most important impacts, which are well supported by
evidence, will be treated in the following chapters of this thesis. It is
interesting, however, to glimpse what scholars have so far viewed as
Ferguson’s impact on German literature and learning.

In the late nineteenth century Gustav Zart, the author of a compendium
of British philosophical influences on eighteenth-century Germany, traced
Ferguson's "influence" (which he seems to have understood in terms of
similarity of concepts rather than direct reference) in such diverse
thinkers as H.S. and J.A. Reimarus, Lossius, Garve, Platner, Jacobi, and the
Gottingen professors Feder and Meiners. In demonstrating "influence”,
Zart pointed mainly at Ferguson's unoriginal applications of Lockean
epistemology and Stoic ethics.105

More recently, when belletristic studies dominated the view of the
British impact on Germany, Ferguson was seen (together with Hutcheson
and Fordyce) as a chief propagator of Shaftesbury's aesthetic and moral
philosophy.106 This link, however, may have been oversimplified: the
Leipzig professor Christian Firchtegott Gellert, allegedly a major
propagator of Ferguson's ideas,107 in fact did not mention him in his
lectures or in his recommended reading list. Gellert would hardly have

und minnliche Kiinste", in which "es sprach nie ein Weib"; J.G. Herder, Werke in
zwei Binde , ed. Karl-Gustav Gerold, vol II (Munich, 1953), 68.

105, Gustav Zart, Einfluss der englischen Philosophie seit Bacon auf die deutsche
Philosophie des 18. Jahrhunderts (Berlin, 1881), pp. 101-105, 141, 149-153, 158-165,
198-199, 203-207, 211-213.

106 L. M. Price, The Reception of English Literature in Germany (Berkeley, 1932), p.
108.

107, Price, English Humaniora, pp. XV-XVi.
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had time to become acquainted with Ferguson's work, since he died in
1770.108

Equally problematic is the attempt to trace Ferguson's influence on
Herder. Roy Pascal has suggested that Herder's philosophy of history,
especially Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der
Menschheir (1774), was deeply influenced by Ferguson's Essay and by
the works of Robertson and Millar; according to Pascal, Herder's two
fundamental concepts of Eigenwert and Entwicklung owe some debt to
these Scottish thinkers.109 However, Herder's explicit references to
Ferguson are few and marginal.

A more careful consideration of the evidence at our disposal shows that
as far as pure epistemology went, Ferguson was often seen as a gifted
follower of Reid: such was the informed view of both Dugald Stewart and
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi.l10 This pedigree could serve to make him
especially popular with the Gottingen philosophers. In view of the
philosophical battles they waged, first with the French materialists, and
then with Kant, it is not surprising that common-sense notions in
Ferguson's doctrines were fervently sought, and, when found, greatly

emphasized.111

Ferguson may have played a more important role, albeit still secondary
to Hume's and Smith's, in the emergence of the new Staatswissenschaften
in Gottingen and elsewhere. His support for the empirical approach to
human affairs was used by the Viennese cameralist Sonnenfels, who
relied on Ferguson in his rejection of non-social abstractions of man.112
The three thinkers most responsible for the Goéttingen innovations, Justi,
Achenwall and Schlozer, took much from Hume and Smith for their

108 Gellert's Moralische Vorlesungen were edited and published after his death; the
tenth lecture contains a recommended reading list, updated to 1769, which specifies
Hutcheson, Fordyce and other British writers, but not Ferguson. See C.F. Gellerts
sammtliche Schriften, vol. IV (Leipzig, 1840), especially 167-184.

109, Roy Pascal, "Herder and the Scottish Historical School", Publications of the
English Goethe Society, vol. XIV (1938-1939), 23-42.

110, FH. Jacobi, "Woldemar", Werke (Leipzig, 1812-1825), V, 70; Dugald Stewart,
"Account of the Life and Writings of Thomas Reid, D.D.", The Collected Works, vol. X

(Edinburgh, 1858), 261; cf. Veitch, "Memoir", p. xviii.

11T Kuehn, Common Sense, ch. 1V.

112 Albion W. Small, The Cameralists. The Pioneers of German Social Polity (New
York, 1909), p. 489.
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theories of production, commerce and finance;!13 but Ferguson could
have added little to their specialized economic inquiry, short of his
memorable phrasing of the general Scottish belief that there is no science
of man outside society.

His contribution to German historiography, though more substantial, has
largely gone unnoticed. Ferguson's "conjectural history” had an important
effect on German historians, most demonstrably, as a later chapter will
show, on the influential Iselin. The immense moral importance of an
account of human history from its earlier stages was an insight used by
Lessing, Kant, Schiller, and later Hegel. Ferguson did not invent this idea,
but he was clearly one of its greatest representatives for German readers.
Certain topoi, which gained ground among German authors of the genre,
can plausibly point to Ferguson as their source. One example is the
lifespan metaphor - the analogy between the growth of the individual
and the progress of the species - which served as an organizing principle
in Ferguson's two books, the Essay and the Institutes. This metaphor was
taken up, expanded, and given new metaphysical horizons by Lessing,
Schiller, Holderlin and Hegel.114

But it was in the field of moral philosophy that Ferguson's chief appeal
to German thinkers lay, because there his activism could be disguised and
transformed with relative ease. Ferguson was hailed, as we shall see, first
and foremost as a good Stoic - a proponent of solid, responsible ethics
which combined Greek and Christian notions of virtue with Protestant
notions of perfectibility. This was equated to a strong commitment to the
existing social order. His non-deterministic historiography, his moral
analysis of commercial society, and his civic humanism, were in most
cases ignored, or marginalized, or subtly rendered harmless. Christoph
Martin Wieland is a good example for this problem-ducking admiration:
in a glowing review for the Erfurtische gelehrte Zeitung he gave a neat
arrangement of Ferguson's two books: the Essay on the History of Civil
Society, he said, was obviously the premises, and the Institutes of Moral
Philosophy - the conclusion.!!5 Wieland was happy to recommend the

113 Hans-Frich Bodeker, "Political Economy and Staatswissenschaften at the
University of Gottingen: The Scottish Influence", unpublished essay (1986).

114 gee Mark William Roche, Dynamic Stillness. Philosophical Conceptions of Ruhe
in Schiller, Hélderlin, Biichner, and Heine (Tiibingen, 1987), p. 10,
115, Erfurtische gelehrte Zeitung, 27 April 1772, p. 266.
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second work to Duchess Anna Amalia of Weimar as part of a
philosophical course for her sons.!16 It is difficult to imagine that he
seriously read the earlier work, where republican ideas are never far
from the surface.

Occasionally, Ferguson's German readers found him too puzzling, or too

"English". The chapter on "Arts and commerce" in the Institutes was seen
by one reviewer as dealing with "specific English matters".117 Ferguson's
concepts often seemed alien and untranslatable, to the frustration of his
German readers. "The language of the British is in fact a metaphysical
language"”, wrote Wieland in the same review, as he praised Garve's
translation. Philosophical concepts, he explained, were so much part of it
that the author could write "aus dem Kopfe ab"118; the poorer German
language found it difficult to catch up, and could only resort to
inadequate, compromising, or ingenious solutions. Wieland's verdict may
seem strange to a twentieth-century reader; but the German language of
his day was only beginning its modern philosophical refurbishing. In
order to understand the problems facing Ferguson's translators, a closer
look at his language, and theirs, is our next step.

116 Thomas E. Starnes, Christoph Martin Wieland. Leben und Werk, vol 1
(Sigmaringen, 1987), 445-446.
17, Allgemeine deutsche Bibliothek (hereafter ADB), vol. 86 (1789), 151

V18 Erfurtische gelehrte Zeitung, 27.4.1772, p. 267.
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Chapter Three
Political Vocabularies and the Hazards of Translation

"No, Emma, your amiable young man can be amiable only in French, not in English."”
Jane Austen, Emma (1816)

Adam Ferguson wrote his works in a linguistic context. He was conscious
of this context, and expected similar awareness from his readers. His
basic political vocabulary belonged to the tradition of civic humanism,
and some of its key concepts will be explored in this chapter. There were,
however, at least two other political vocabularies which Ferguson used,
either bona fide (for his world, as historian and sociologist, transcended
the limits of traditional civic humanism), or else sarcastically and
pejoratively. These two vocabularies represent the eighteenth-century
"paradigms”, as J.G.A. Pocock has called them, of natural jurisprudence
and sociability.l Let us begin by looking at Ferguson's personal style.

Ferguson aimed primarily at moving his readers to emotion and action,
and his language is expressive rather than precise. Though no elegant
stylist, he consciously used rhetorical devices: the Essay on the History of
Civil Sociery, our central text in this chapter, contains many effective
turns of phrase and memorable passages. Figurative speech is used
sparingly - Ferguson was wary with similes and metaphors - but
synonyms and rhetorical repetitions abound. Ferguson wrote accurately,
but his brand of accuracy did not usually rely on carefully-defined and
strictly-applied terms. While in the student textbook Institutes of Moral
Philosophy he laid more emphasis on definitions, the Essay is looser in its
use of words, even key words. Its effectiveness comes from a cumulative
repetition and development of the basic ideas in a variety of wordings, a
rhetoric suitable to the narrative style and the "unfolding” nature of his

philosophical history.

In a few cases, Ferguson did abide by "technical terms”, earmarked for a
specific meaning he assigned them. The best examples for this are

1 Pocock, "Cambridge Paradigms", pp. 24I1ff.
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"savage" and "barbarian" in Ferguson's special use. In the Essay, "savage"
refers to a member of a rude society prior to the establishment of
property, while "barbarian" belongs to a later, property-owning state of
rudeness. The term "rude" itself, though less specific, is given a negative
definition by being contrasted with the terms "civil" or "polished", both to
be examined in this chapter.

Far less clear-cut is his use of the terms "nation", "people", "society",
"community"”, "State", and "public" as a noun. "Nation", loosely denoting a
large group with common ethnic ties and government, predominates, and
serves continuously throughout the Essay. The other terms are often used
as so many nuances or variants on this general theme, either for specific
shades of meaning (as when "public" is contrasted with "individual"), or
simply for stylistic enrichment. These words form a series of what we
may call "uneasy synonyms"; they sometimes appear as full synonyms,?2
and often as distinct, partly overlapping, mutually complementing
terms.3 But they are never clearly and systematically distinguished from
one another.

Similarly, when Ferguson speaks of "pursuit(s)", which will be
highlighted in this chapter as denoting the key concept of political
activism, he does not always use this specific term (though it emerges as
the most important in his conveying of the concept), but reinforces or
replaces it with "action", "active", '"exercise", "occupation(s)",
"engagement(s)", often surrounded by a broader terminological area
including words such as "ardour", "vigour", "zeal", and "courage".4 The
reader soon acquires the capacity to associate between these terms; they
begin to connote one another, as well as the more explicitly political
terminology connected with them.

It would therefore be useless to i1mpose any rigorous "conceptual
analysis” on Ferguson's texts or on their German translations. Ours is not

2. A few examples for such synonyms: public=state (Essay, p. 56); community=
society, (p. 57); society=public=state=community (and another set of uneasy
synonyms: members=individuals=subjects=men) (p. 58).

3. "In what society are not men classed by external distinctions, as well as personal
qualities? In what state are they not actuated by a variety of principles; justice,
honour, moderation, and fear?" Essay, p. 71.

4. See, for instance, Essav, pp. 42, 44, 48, 49, 134-135.
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the story of a concrete concept denoted by one term, and subject to a
historically-conditioned change of meaning over a long period of time, as
current German Begriffsgeschichte would have it. We shall be dealing
with one author's use of a number of terms, loosely employed with
reference to a system of ideas. Since these terms, and the ideas they
convey, had (or lacked) distinct histories in Scotland and in Germany, our
task will be to find out how the differences between those histories
affected the linguistic transition from English to German.

This chapter will concentrate on three key concepts in Ferguson's Essay

which are typically denoted by the terms civil society; public (or national,
or political) spirit, and pursuit or active pursuit. All three concepts are
central to the book, linked to one another, and crucial for Ferguson's
statement of political activism. All three terms have large and
problematic families (consisting of etymological relatives, uneasy
synonyms, and other contextually associated terms). And all three,
together with some of their relatives, caused interesting problems when
translated into German.

Ferguson used the terms civil society, public spirit, and pursuit, as
components of a political vocabulary. By "political” I mean that these
terms were employed (together with others such as "nation", "State”, and
"government") to convey the author's ideas about the governing of a
polity; in Ferguson's case, ideas about the institutions in which citizens
can be active in the public affairs of their State, as well as the qualities
which make men into politically active citizens. By "vocabulary” I mean a
group of terms which are frequently repeated together, mutually
elucidating, often syntactically or rhetorically complementary (for
instance, they can have adjective-noun relations, or participate in stylistic
devices such as synonyms and antonyms), and thus form a system. One
effect of a vocabulary is that it gradually familiarizes the reader with a
set of ideas which the author develops throughout the work. Thus, by the
time she finishes the Essay, a reader should become used to making
certain verbal associations: "polished" will be linked with "commercial”,
and "spirit" with the adjectives "public”, "national”, "political” or
"military". Certain words will become associated with one specific
denotation, even if they normally have more than one, and even if their
more typical eighteenth-century usage is different: in Ferguson's
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language the word "zeal", for instance, cannot be taken for anything but
the citizen's earnest dedication to his country.

This political vocabulary, Ferguson's specific version of civic humanist

or classical republican language, was lost in the German translation and
reception of the Essay. It was lost, I will argue, not only because several
political terms were very difficult to translate into German (as Christian
Garve openly acknowledged with regard to Ferguson's Institutes), but
also and primarily because it no longer formed a vocabulary. The
translation broke the links between the terms, so that they often ceased
to connote one another. This dissimilation coincided with other processes:
some of the translated terms became entangled in existing German
vocabularies, which were a-political, or even anti-political.

IT

Civil society, the Essay's title theme, has a standard German translation
as biirgerliche Gesellschaft.5 On the face of it, the translation does not
look problematic, because the concept had a philosophical pedigree
common to Scots, Germans, and most other educated Europeans of the
eighteenth century. Aristotle's politike koinonia and polis, and their Latin
versions societas civilis and civitas, were received by the early modern
Natural Law tradition with their basic classical meaning - a polity, a
political community.6 This fundamental concept was used and elaborated
by the German Natural Law theorists. The German term biirgerliche
Gesellschaft came straight from the Latin societas civilis, but it took some
time and effort. Earlier versions inciuded Civil Societdt, Civil Gemeind (J.J.
Becher, 1673), and Biirgerliche Societdt (Samuel Pufendorf, 1691). By
1711 Leibniz' Buergerliche Gemeinschaft and Ridlein's Biirgerliche
Gesellschaft became standard, but the term itself was still somewhat
alien to German readers. The translator of Pufendorf's De jure naturae et

5. For an interesting allusion to the difference between the English and German
terms see Hans Medick's part of the "Einleitung" to Ferguson, Versuch , ed. Medick
and Batscha, pp. 30-31.

6. The following short survey is based mainly on Manfred Riedel, "Gesellschaft,
biirgerliche", in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,  vol. 2 (1975), 738ff, and Utz
Haltern, Biirgerliche Gesellschaft (Darmstadt, 1985), ch. 1. Capitalization variants
are in accordance with the original quotations.
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gentium into German felt obliged to clarify it, thus supplying us with a
fairly representative definition of biirgerliche Gesellschaft as it was
understood in the early eighteenth century:

This name expresses the author's Latin word Civitas... the words
Biirgerliche Gesellschaft frequently occuring [in the translation] should
not be understood to mean anything other than the authorities and
subjects, bound together in obligation, which constitute a certain Reich,
republic and the likes of them."”

This basic concept of civil society, which underwent substantial change
only in the last decades of the eighteenth century, was understood to
denote a union of persons, and more specifically a political union of free
men in a city-State or a modern State. It has been emphasised, especially
by those considering the modern idea of civil society retrospectively from
Hegel's use of the term, that the crucial feature of this "classical" concept
of civil society was a negative one, its alleged lack of distinction between
the "State” as an institution and "Society” as a bond between citizens or
subjects. According to this account, only when political economy
redefined civil society as a sphere of free, self-interested individual
economic agents, did "society" become detached from the State, and,
especially in German philosophy, even contrasted with it.8 This is a
contested analysis, not least because it tends to describe the absence of
Hegel's future distinction as a conceptual flaw in earlier accounts of civil
society, a reasoning which smacks of a fallacy.”® Be that as it may, in the
present context our crucial observation is that the so-called "classical”
concept of civil society was not made of one skin. Adam Ferguson's notion
of civil society, as we shall shortly see, was "classical” in a different way
from that of Pufendorf and his German or Scottish followers.

For a start, German writers of the eighteenth century still normally
understood civitas, or biirgerliche Gesellschaft, as denoting all political
ties which form any kind of government, "sive sit dynastia, sive baronia,

7 Samuel Pufendorf, De jure naturae et gentium, German translation, vol. II
(Frankfurt, 1711), quoted by Riedel, "Gesellschaft, biirgerliche", p. 739.

8. Riedel, ibid., p. 721.

9. Cf. Riedel, ibid., p. 739. In 1807 J.H. Campe's Wirterbuch der Deutschen Sprache
(hereafter WDS), a dictionary sensitive to recent shifts of meanings, explained
biirgerliche Gesellschaft as "die Gesellschaft, welche den Staat bildet"; vol. I, 652.
Elsewhere he equated it with menschliche Gesellschaft ; vol. II (1808), 338,
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sive comitatus, sive principatus”, as Alsted put it in the early seventeenth
century.l0 Leibniz defined it as a "natural community [Gemeinschafft]"
whose members "live together either in a city or in a country [im Land];
their goal is temporal wellbeing".1! This definition could cover a
monarchy as well a feudal system of personal dependencies, as
Thomasius indeed understood it. The notion of biirgerliche Gesellschaft
did not contain a strong space for the citizen, or, in his problematic
German form, the Biirger. As late as 1807 the J.H. Campe's German
dictionary still treated "Biirger" first as "a resident of a town", then as "a
member of the third estate”, and only then, growing out of the second
definition, "also as a citizen of a State [Staatsbiirger]".12 But Staatsbiirger
was a late eighteenth century solution, and initially a very superficial
one. Ferguson's term 'citizen" was translated as Biirger.!3 Neither the
concept of Biirger nor that of biirgerliche Gesellschaft implied any
participation of citizens as such in government, any channel of influence
between the ruled and the rulers, or, indeed, any specific relation
between rulers and ruled except for their being in the same political
entity. In his Philosophisches Lexicon the Jena theologian Johann Georg
Walch defined "Biirger", among other non-political meanings, as either a
"subject”, or "such person as is to be found in a biirgerliche Gesellschaft,
and has subjected himself to an authority's power”. This contractarian
definition proceeds, following Pufendorf's De officio, with a distinction
between this state and the state of nature, or of sovereigns with respect
to one another.l4 Thus the essential characteristic of biirgerliche
Gesellschaft in Walch's definition was that its members were subjected to
political authority. Furthermore, the total separation between subjects
and rulers was especially underlined. Walch defined "republic”, this time
following Pufendorf's De jure, as "a civil society which [is] composed of
rulers [Regenten] and subjects, who have united with one another for the
preservation and promotion of the common well-being [gemeine
Wohlfahrt]." The definition later refers to "princes".13

10 Quoted by Riedel, ibid., p. 739.

11, Quoted ibid.

12 Campe, WDS, I, 652 (in the definition for biirgerlich).

13 For example, in Jiinger's translation of the Essay, Versuch iiber die Geschichte

der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft (Leipzig, 1768) (hereafter Versuch), p. 90, and in
Adam Ferguson, "Von Staatsgesetzen", Hannoverisches Magazin (November, 1771),

p. 1498.
1453, Walch, Philosophisches Lexicon (Leipzig, "improved edition" 1733), p. 333.

15 Ibia., p. 2156.
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Kant brought this sharp separation between rulers and ruled to its
logical conclusion. "The Civil Union", he wrote in his Philosophy of Law,
"cannot, in the strict sense, be called a Society; for there is no sociality in
common between the Ruler and the Subject under a Civil Constitution.
They are not co-ordinated as Associates in a Society with each other, but
the one is subordinated to the other."l16 The French Revolution profoundly
shook these jurisprudential concepts of civil society and Biirger; but in
1768, the year in which Ferguson's Essay appeared in Germany, there
was no German civic humanist vocabulary that could accommodate these
concepts in the sense Ferguson gave them.

A word of caution is necessary at this stage. The above observations do
not amount to saying that German readers were totally unfamiliar with
republican language, or incapable of distinguishing between "citizen" and
"subject”. No intelligent reader of Ferguson's Essay in Jiinger's translation
could fail to see that the Biirger described by Ferguson was no mere
Untertan, that he was an active participant in political life. Jiinger
himself, at one point, intelligently corrects Ferguson's text when the
author, somewhat surprisingly, fails to make the obvious distinction
between the two terms. Ferguson writes "the subjects of monarchy, like
those of republics...”, and Jiinger, with untypical boldness, renders it into
"die Unterthanen einer Monarchie, gleich den Biirgern freyer Staaten...".l7
The problem with the German terms here was not a problem of
mistranslation or misunderstanding. It was a problem of losing the
original civic humanist, activist, meaning inherent in the English terms
civil society and citizen themselves, and thus losing some crucial
connotations available to British readers. The result was that the

16 Immanuel Kant, The Philosophy of Law (1791), trans. W. Hastie, pt. 1, ch. 3, para.
41. Reprinted in Clarence Morris (ed.), The Great Legal Philosophers (Philadelphia,
1985), pp. 252-253. Kant continues: "Those who may be co-ordinated with one
another must consider themselves as mutually equal, in so far as they stand under
common Laws. The Civil Union may therefore be regarded not so much as being, but
rather as making a Society." This distinction, anticipating Hegel's, would not be
possible in Ferguson's view of civil society. The same goes for Kant's distinction
between "active" and "passive" citizens, ibid., pt. 2, para. 44 (p. 254). Note, however,
that Kant did not dispose of the concept of civil society, but stipulated its perfection
by means of his concept of Right. It is "the greatest problem for mankind" to
achieve "eine allgemeine das Recht verwaltende birgerliche Gesellschaft"; Idee zu
einer allgemeinen Geschichte in weltbiirgerlicher Absicht (1784), Fifth clause.

17, Essay, p. 71; Versuch, p. 105.
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vocabulary of natural jurisprudence - in this case still a political
vocabulary - took over the key concept of civil society and distorted
Ferguson's implementation of this phrase.

Ferguson's civil society is first and foremost a civic humanist concept. It
was not so for all Scots of his and the preceding generation. For most of
them the adjective "civil" belonged to a project of explaining the sources,
and hence the legitimacy, of political government. John Locke's well-
known definition of civil society opposed it to the state of nature:

Those who are united in one body, and have a common established
law and judicature to appeal to, with authority to decide controversies
between them and punish offenders, are in civil society with one
another; but those who have no such common appeal, I mean on earth,
are still in the state of nature, each being, where there is no other,
judge for himself and executioner...!8

Political government was explained in natural jurisprudential terms as a
legal entity emerging from a state of nature through a contract between
men. The nature of the contract was a point of debate, as was the position
of its participants and the exact definition of the powers they gave up.
Gershom Carmichael, Pufendorf's transmitter to Scotland, described the
historical and conceptual moment of the creation of government as an
agreement or contract among heads of households who, having enjoyed
domestic imperium, promise to transfer it to a ruler or rulers embodying
imperium civile.19 His Scottish successors in this debate shared the
agenda which set "civil" in opposition to "natural",20 and discussed civil
rights and liberties as the derivatives of the original contract. Even
Francis Hutcheson, who incorporated the language of civic virtue into this
project, focused on the beginning of civil society by an original contract,
whose parties he was anxious to define in classical republican terms as

independent landowners.2!

Ferguson's use of the term civil society is historical, sociological, and,
primarily, ethical, but not juristic. Examining the text of the Essay on the

18 John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government (1690), ch. VII, para. 87.

19 Moore and Silverthorne, "Gershom Carmichael”, p. 85.

20 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, ed. Selby-Bigge, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1978),
p. 475, footnote 1. Cf. Kant, Philosophy of Law, pt. 1, para. 41.

21 Moore and Silverthorne, "Gershom Carmichael”, p. 86.
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History of Civil Society, we can immediately observe that although civil
society is part of the title and obviously the major theme of the book, it is
used rather sparingly in the text itself, and never in the plural. It serves
as a category, whose instances in concrete periods and places are usually
denoted as "nations", "societies", or "States", in the singular or the plural,
with a variety of adjectives. Society had no beginning; civil society did,
but that was a slow, evolutionary process. Ferguson's "break with the
whole state of nature / contract apparatus”, as Duncan Forbes put it, did
not stem solely from an innovative taste for anthropological realism.22 It
was also a break with the legalistic view of political government.
Ferguson was not interested in a "moment" of its emergence, but in the
gradual appearance of its essential features, which then continue to
develop, even more interestingly, into the complicated and potentially
self-destructive structure of modern civil society. He is certainly not
interested, at least not in the Essay, with the legal basis of property: he
constantly laments the failure of modern societies to separate wealth
from virtue and to establish social status on the latter, as only Sparta
succeeded in doing,23 and as rude nations instinctively achieved. By
contrasting "civil” not with "natural” but with "rude", and by making both
"civil" and "rude" into morally ambiguous terms, Ferguson fully dispenses
with the concept of civil society as a solution for a juristic problem.
Political society, in his view, needs explanation, but government at its
best needs no justification: it is as natural for the members of civil society
to run their political affairs as it is natural for them to fight, hunt, or play.

Civil society appeared where geography allowed free and spirited
nations, facing one another with energising rivalry, as in ancient Greece,
to develop "the genius of political wisdom and civil arts".24 It developed
slowly, acquiring typical features such as regular government, strong
military culture, and improving arts and trade. Its institutions and laws
were unintentional and gradual, since "no constitution is followed by
concert, no government copied from a plan" (123). The crucial ingredient

22 Forbes, "Introduction”, p. Xvi.

23, Essay, pp. 158-160. The fact that "law.. has a principal reference to property"
(156) is but a sad reminder of human weakness. For Ferguson, modern laws "secure
the estate, and the person of the subject. We live in societies, where men must be
rich, in order to be great" (161-162).

24, Essay, p. 108, cf. pp. 120-121. In this and the following paragraphs the numbers
appearing in parentheses in the text refer to page numbers in the Essay.



82

which shaped rude nations, with their primitive forms of leadership,
army and property, into civil society was the formation of habits, the
acquisition of discipline, the regulation of public affairs (97).25 Ferguson
derived this insight from military reason, stressing that "the most
celebrated soldiers were also citizens" (155), and placing the timely
acceptance of martial law as one of the strengths of civil society: "he who
has not learned to give an implicit obedience, where the State has given
him a military leader, and to resign his personal freedom in the field,
from the same magnanimity with which he maintains it in the political
deliberations of his country, has yet to learn the most important lesson of
civil society." (148). However, "happily for civil society”, men have non-
military objects as well, and in the political arena, unlike the autocratic
military one, "a national force is best formed, where numbers of men are
inured to equality; and where the meanest citizen may consider himself,
upon occasion, as destined to command as well as to obey" (149) Civil
society therefore ideally has a strong egalitarian and pluralist basis.

This classical statement of civic humanism is Ferguson's typical usage of
the concept of civil society. He employs it for his highly idealized accounts
of ancient republics, but also for his positive (if qualified) view of the
modern British, a people represented in the government and able to
"avail themselves of the wealth they acquired, and of the sense of their
personal importance”, which in turn helped them to limit the monarchy
and mix it with republican ingredients (132).

By checking where the term actually occurs in the text, we see that it
typically functions in a narrower sense than the politically-minded
substitute for 'civilization' suggested by Duncan Forbes.26 Civil society is,
first and foremost, the locus of all exercise of virtue in its sole sense, the
political: "It is in conducting the affairs of civil society, that mankind find
the exercise of their best talents, as well as the object of their best
affections.”"(155). Ferguson employs the concept of civil society as a moral
category, a measuring rod for governments or for societies which do or do
not live up to it. While States or societies in the course of the history of

25, Not only men's circumstances and government, but also "their education,
knowledge, and habits, - have great influence on forming their characters.”

Institutes, p. 170.
26, Forbes, "Introduction”, pp. XixX-XX.
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civil society can become corrupted and bad, civil society itself never
appears in the text with a negative qualification, and rarely (79) as a
morally neutral term. "Unmixed" monarchy is never referred to as civil
society: it is in fact a type of corruption, though not the worst (250-251),
and intended "for a people not fit to govern themselves".27 Thus it is not
really civil society at all, for a "bad civil society” would be meaningless in
Ferguson's language. Significantly, the only occurrence of "civil society” in
the Institutes is in a typical statement of political participation: "Those
are the most salutary laws which distribute the benefits and the burdens
of civil society in the most equal manner to all its members."28 Civil
society, therefore, is in Ferguson's vocabulary no longer a juristic term. It
is a moral term, a Platonic "good" insofar as it has no lesser degrees, and
it is a misnomer for anything but a republic or a "mixed" government
with republican components.

But what of commerce, politeness, refinement? These are phenomena
generated by civil society, and also (not only linguistically) its uneasy
synonyms. The "advancement of civil and commercial arts” (title of part
iv) consists of the "separation of arts and professions” (title of section 1 1n
this part), the consequent social "subordination" (section 1ii), and the
much- applauded "manners of polished and commercial nations” (sections
iii-iv). Ferguson discusses these developments in terms of their
"consequences”, with a strong thread leading from this part of the book to
the two gloomier last parts, "Of the decline of nations" and "Of corruption
and political slavery." Though not accidental to civil society, though part
of its story, commerce and refinement do not represent its very essence.
"Polished and commercial nations” (188) are an advanced stage of civil
society, not its embodiment.

While driving home the point that commerce and specialization were
both the legitimate offsprings and the potential killers of civil society,
Ferguson was also waging an ingenious linguistic battle over the terms
"politeness", "polished”, "civility” and "manners". These terms belonged to
the enemy camp, the enemy here being not the jurisprudential language

27 Institutes, p. 298.

28 Institutes, p. 289. This is part of the chapter "Of political law", where Ferguson's
legalistic exposition of civil society often reveals his extra-legalistic ethics of
political activism. See Essay, especially pp. 161-167, 263, 270.
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but rather what Pocock has called the "social" or "Addisonian"
paradigm.29 This paradigm belonged to the type of whig culture which
regarded political liberty as self-perpetuating in the present British
institutions. It encouraged the virtues of polite conversation and taste
rather than military or political activity, and it placed "commerce", in its
social and economic meanings, at the centre of an "altogether non-
classical conception of liberty",30 associated with the growth of politeness.
While the mainstream Scottish social thought employed versions of the
four-stages theory of history, Ferguson was moving against the current
(although the Essay preceded Millar's and Smith's classic formulations of
this theory) with his doubts about linear improvement, the bliss of
commerce and the merit of politeness. While Scottish historical
anthropology typically reduced the civic-republican ethic to "no more
than a crucial episode" in a multi-phased history,31 Ferguson in all his
writings kept it as a living moral standard. Consequently, when the
majority of the Scottish Enlightenment "replaced the polis by politeness,
the oikos by the economy",32 Ferguson was trying to push these demons
back into their bottles by reviving their original meanings. He (literally)
comes to terms with the "Addisonian" vocabulary by either merging or
contrasting it with his own, and it remains for us to observe how
hopelessly untranslatable into German this terminological battlefield is.
Let us see how the battle is joined.

Ferguson makes it clear that he does not opt for any obscurantist
separation between these uneasy, but real and relevant, synonyms: he
freely conjoins "civil" and "commercial" as adjectives for "arts"; "polished"
and "commercial" as adjectives for "nations”; and the nouns "politeness"
and "civilization" with one another. At the same time, Ferguson tries to
bring out the political meaning inherent in the terms "polite", "polished",
"civil" and "civilized", and thus subtly to distance both families from the
unrelated and unbeloved "commerce":

The term polished, if we may judge from its etymology, originally
referred to the state of nations in respect to their laws and
government [1814: and men civilised were men practiced in the duty

29 Pocock, "Cambridge Paradigms" pp. 240-241.
30, Ibid., p. 241.
31 Ibid., p. 243.
32 Ibid., p. 242.
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of citizens]. In its later applications, it refers no less to their
proficiency in the liberal and mechanical arts, in literature, and in
commerce [1814: and men civilized are scholars, men of fashion and
traders] (205).33

Ferguson obviously wants some partial revival of the original values
through the original meaning. To some extent, he manages to re-politicise
(and from his viewpoint to rescue) some of these terms: "polished" is
used when the active, "the knowing and the polished” are contrasted with
the "commonly more quiescent” men who are "ignorant and artless”
(216). Another way of reclaiming terms from the enemy camp is through
pseudo-irony: "The celebrated nations of antiquity made war under their
highest attainment of civility, and under their greatest degree of
refinement.” (149). Similarly, the recognition of true, active h‘appiness
was "a refinement that was made by Regulus and Cincinnatus before the
date of philosophy;... a refinement, which every boy knows in his play,
and every savage confirms..." (46). The irony is not directed at the term
"refinement" itself, but only at its pretentious misuse: this is made clear
through Ferguson's sceptic look at modern European notions of "civilized"
warfare (200-201, 231), and his open distrust of "the supposed
conditions of accomplished civility" (209) and "the boasted refinements...
of the polish